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Egads! Zombies!

By Matt R. Jones

 


 


I was on my way to work on a bright and sunny
spring morning, minding my own business. Then the cars ahead of me
slowed down and then came to a complete stop, totally blocking up
my side of the four-lane highway, thus putting an end to the good
time I was making.

"Son of a bitch," I growled, rolling
my eyes. I have little to no patience when it comes to delays on
the highway, because once I'm in motion, I like to stay that way.
"There'd better be a damned good wreck ahead, or I'm gonna be
really pissed."

As it turned out, there was.

My annoyance was quickly swept aside when I
stuck my head out the window of my battered station wagon and
peered ahead, noting a jackknifed 18-wheeler sprawled across the
grassy ditch that separated the four lanes.

From the deep furrows ripped into the ground,
the sucker must've been moving awfully fricking fast when it
finally spilled over, and it looked as though it had been attacked
with an industrial-sized cheese grater. Cars in various states of
mutilation were liberally strewn around the fallen semi, like a
pack of velociraptors that had finally felled the dreaded T-Rex but
had lost their own lives in the process.

Cops and EMTs were busily scurrying around
this way and that, and I stuck my head farther out the window in
hopes of seeing some bodies. After all, isn't that what really rad
wrecks are about?

The traffic in front of me started to very
slowly creep forward as the skinny state trooper in the Smokey Bear
hat self-importantly waved people on through. He was only letting a
few cars at a time, since a tow truck and fire engine were screwing
around on the road near the downed semi, apparently not quite sure
what to do with themselves.

By this point, I’d pretty much forgotten
about the delay, because I finally got to see a body.

After having been held up by countless wrecks
along the Illinois highways over the years – people in Illinois are
among the shittiest drivers in the union, bar none – I'd been
witness to all manner of scenes of carnage. I’d seen huge fires,
cars shredded to confetti, and even bumpers hanging from trees, but
I'd never actually been able to spot a body at any of these
accident sites.

Today was different.

My inner ghoul squealed in delight as I
gawked at the body lying on the side of the road across the ditch
from me. I lifted up my sunglasses in an attempt to discern more
details, but my efforts were thwarted by the obnoxious pink tarp
that was draped over the body.

Only a bloody hand sticking out from beneath
the brightly-colored shroud was visible to let me know that
somebody's day had been thoroughly ruined a short while ago, and
then insult was added to grievous injury by the presence of the
bright pink tarp. The universe had a real douchebag sense of humor
at times. Since the joke wasn't on me this time, I chuckled.

"Sucks to be you, pal," I said.

Then the body sat up.

My jaw dropped, not believing what I was
seeing. But no matter how many times I blinked to clear my eyes,
the bright, clear morning refused to alter the tableau it was
presenting me. Whoever was under that tarp wasn't dead at all.

"Aw geez, what a rip-off! It’s just a
survivor!" I growled after the initial surprise had passed. Once
again, the universe had shorted me the opportunity to observe the
grisly human price of unsafe driving practices. "That's
bullshit!"

Across the wide ditch, the body – still
covered in the pink tarp – looked just like the little pink ghost
from Pac-Man, minus the vacant eyes.

The resemblance ended when the body jerkily
got to its feet, the tarp sloughing off like a shed snakeskin as
the accident victim resumed its former upright position. With the
tarp no longer obscuring the body from view, I saw that it was a
younger man, probably mid-20's or thereabouts, wearing a t-shirt
and jeans, artfully decorated with his own guts.

The reanimated street pizza nearly tripped
over his own ragged intestines as he stumbled forward, unmindful of
the excessive damage done to him. He looked as though some
inconsiderate jackass had used him as an eraser on a sheet of paper
made from asphalt, and there'd been a lot of mistakes on
that paper.

There were places on the left side of his
body where the clothes and skin had been scraped away, revealing
abraded bone and shredded muscle. That side of his face was gone as
well, resembling little more than a plate of chewed, gristly
hamburger.

This guy was ALL fucked-up.

But that didn't seem to bother him as he
stumbled towards the nearest cop, who was leaning into his car and
talking into his radio, unaware of what was approaching from behind
at something slightly slower and more awkward than a trot.

I watched the guy draw nearer and nearer to
the oblivious cop, my disbelief returning at a steady canter. "No
way," I muttered. "No fucking way."

When the guy had reached the cop, he grabbed
hold of the officer and chomped down on his neck, yanking away a
large chunk of flesh as jets of blood arced through the clear
morning air.

The cop's muffled scream was lot amidst the
racket of the tow-truck and fire engine jockeying for position by
the dead semi. Vrooms and backup beeps filled the air as they
attempted to ... do something. I don't think they knew what they
were doing, and the cops trying to direct them didn't seem to know
either.

But both sides would be damned if they were
going to be the first to admit they were clueless, so they carried
on acting like assholes while the former corpse made a snack out of
the hapless cop.

Having had a few moments to process my
disbelief, my eyes widened as my brain adapted to this surprise by
altering a few of the rules of reality it had previously taken for
granted.

"Zombie!" I murmured, shaking my head.

Well, actually it didn’t HAVE to be a zombie,
I supposed. It could've just been a cannibal with a really high
pain threshold for motor vehicle injuries. Sure, that could've been
it.

I'm from a small town in the Midwest. I know
cannibalism – among other unsavory habits – is alive and well among
the more… interesting locals. The reason The Texas Chainsaw
Massacre always succeeded in creeping me out was because I
knew firsthand that there were people just like the Sawyer
clan running around the countryside not too far from where I
lived

Maybe this guy was one of 'em. He could just
be really hungry following his horrific wreck, and was grabbing a
quick bite before letting himself onto the ambulance for
treatment.

Another cop finally noticed what was going
on, well after the first cop had been killed, and he rushed at the
road kill cannibal, swinging his club around. He got a couple of
bonks in before he got grabbed and chomped, too.

By this point, I was pretty sure that I was
looking at a zombie and not one of our colorful local flesh-eating
rednecks. Oh shit. This was NOT good. If you wanted one of the
rednecks to go back from whence they came, usually all you had to
do was wave any small electronic device – preferably with blinking
lights and beeping sounds – in their direction, and they'd run off
back to the woods, thinking you were using witchcraft on them.

Zombies weren't nearly as easy.

Fortunately, I'd pissed away a decent chunk
of my life watching and re-watching zombie films and reading zombie
books, so I knew a few things about the living-impaired. Hell, I'd
even read The Zombie Survival Guide, and had taken an online
quiz that told me I was 94% likely to survive an all-out zombie
attack – I was smarter than the average bear when it came to the
walking dead.

Cranking up Slayer on my car stereo to
set the mood, I pulled out of the line of cars that was still
oblivious to the mayhem across the ditch, revved my respectable
little V6 engine, and stomped the pedal, sending my station wagon
roaring across the grassy divide between myself and the zombie.

The car bogged down slightly in the soft
ground, but the wagon was front-wheel drive and the most
sure-footed vehicle I'd ever driven, so it pulled through after a
few seconds. The wheels were spinning so fast when I reached the
pavement on the other side that I launched forward like a rusty,
paint-flaked cruise missile adorned with all sorts of cool heavy
metal stickers.

White-knuckling the steering wheel, I aimed
right at the zombie, putting the pedal to the metal just as Tom
Araya loudly and fiercely declared that God hated us all. "Yeah, he
probably does," I muttered; the mere existence of Gary
Glitter was adequate proof of that.

I held my breath as I careened toward the
zombie, who was so busy chewing up the police officer that he
didn't notice me zooming towards him at a rather alarming
speed.

THUD!

Instead of going under my wheels, as I'd
hoped, the zombie flipped over my hood, grazed my windshield, and
rolled over and off the roof of my car, landing behind me
somewhere. There was a smear of congealed blood and other
substances I didn't want to think about on my windshield, as though
a gigantic bug had splattered against it.

"Dammit!" I snarled as I whipped the wheel,
making my tires squeal in protest as I pulled a tight turn that saw
me drive back into and out of the ditch. As I turned, I flipped on
my wipers to get that nasty-ass smear off the glass before it had a
chance to dry there – once that kind of shit set up solidly, it was
always a pain to get off.

Ahead of me once again, the zombie was
already getting back to his feet in the slow, retardedly-methodical
way of the living dead. "You're getting it this time,
fuckface!"

Flooring it, I hit the zombie like a freight
train, sending him flying once more. I whipped another U-turn,
nearly hitting a parked police car in the process, as I got the
zombie in my sights for another go at it. The bastard was nearly
back on his feet again, and I let out a growl of frustration.
Zombies never knew when to quit.

I took aim and hit the zombie squarely one
more time, slamming on the brakes as I did so, sending him
splatting back to the pavement with a wet squishing sound that I
heard over the squeal of my tires. Yuck!

Throwing my car into park, I grabbed the big,
heavy Mag-Lite flashlight I always kept by my seat and hopped out
of the wagon, determined to finish the zombie the right way.

As I strode towards the zombie, my heart
started to pound faster and I broke out in a nervous sweat. Ten
minutes ago I was driving towards work on a normal day, and now I
was going after a zombie with my big-ass flashlight; it was just a
bit of a mindfuck. Luckily for me, I have a rather large and
overactive imagination, so when given a few moments and the proper
motivation, I can adapt to the bizarre rather admirably. That was a
very good thing, because I couldn't afford to hesitate.

Hesitation is one of the things that always
gets people killed when they're dealing with zombies. Zombies, at
least those not of the fast-moving, scary-as-all-hell Dawn of
the Dead remake or 28 Days Later persuasion, are
slow-moving, unintelligent creatures guided solely by the
instinctive drive to eat the flesh of the living. While one would
think that they'd be rather ineffective with such an MO, they're
actually pretty formidable against most people. You know why?

Because most people are stupid, scaredy
bitches. They see a zombie and get all freaked out instead of
taking matters into their own hands. In close quarters, all a
zombie needs to get a lethal strike in is a few seconds. If you
hesitate, the zombie will have no qualms taking advantage of your
idiocy and making a meal, and possibly a fellow zombie, out of
you.

So I gritted my teeth as I approached the
zombie, who was doggedly getting back to his feet, though he was
definitely worse for the wear after getting hit by my station wagon
a few times.

Broken bones crackled as he moved, and rather
repugnant fluids were oozing out of his broken skin, mixing with
his thick blood to create a hateful-smelling ichor that dripped to
the warm pavement with every staggered step. Judging from the smell
and lack of decay on his body, I'd say this guy was a very recently
created zombie, and may have actually sprung to his initial
reanimation right there on the side of the road under the pink
tarp.

Regardless of his origins, I was taking this
peckerhead down.

As I closed in, my heart rate increased and
the urge to run grew, but I continued towards the zombie,
determined to put a stop to this before it had a chance to get
REALLY ugly. The zombie began to move faster as it drew near,
sensing prey, and its one remaining bloodshot eye was fixed on me
like a laser beam, while its jaws gnashed in the perpetual hunger
of its kind.

A low moan escaped the zombie's maw – the
sound sent a chill down my spine and formed shards of ice in my
bloodstream. I remembered reading that the moan of a zombie has a
certain quality to it that creates despair and fear in the living,
and though intellectually I knew that was going on, it didn't make
things any easier on the emotional end of it.

I came within striking distance of the
zombie, and I studied him with fearful eyes, hefting the
reassuringly solid flashlight in my hand as I psyched myself up to
brain the bastard. At the same time I was arguing with my feet,
which wanted to turn around and run away as fast as they could.
After all, I was just some doofus on the way to work ... why not
just head back that way and let the cops deal with this?

I was hesitating as the zombie drew
uncomfortably close, his freshly-dead stink filling my nostrils,
and if I kept fucking around, I was gonna either gonna become a
snack or a zombie myself, neither one a fate that I wanted. But I
was rooted to the spot. I couldn't move. I stared dumbly at the
zombie, the flashlight half-raised in my hand, apparently never to
strike. I was fucked.

But just as the zombie lunged forward, I
caught sight of his t-shirt, and a sudden raging fury energized me.
With a snarl, I kicked the zombie backwards and brought the
flashlight down directly in the middle of his skull with a heavy,
sickening thud. I did it again, and this time the wet crack of the
zombie's skull shattering filled my ears, which redoubled my
assault.

"Fucker! Die!" I screamed as I laid into the
zombie's head with a ferocious attack that sent brains, blood, and
skull-chips spraying in all directions.

I pulverized the zombie's head, reducing his
features to the creepy liquid lines of a classic Graham
Ingels drawing. I kept right on going until I'd knocked every
last one of the prick's teeth out and had launched his lower jaw
out into the ditch somewhere. I then swept the zombie's feet out
from underneath him and proceeded to put the boots to him, kicking
and stomping until the zombie was starting to lose all resemblance
to his original humanoid form.

I kicked the shit out of him … among
other things.

Finally, panting and with sweat streaming off
me, I stopped and spat onto the visceral rubble that was once a
zombie. "That'll teach you to wear a Radiohead shirt, you
cocksucker!" I hissed, giving him a final kick. "'Only band that
matters' my ass! Tell that to Motley Crue,
asshole!"

"Yeah? YOU can tell it to the judge,
asshole!" barked a voice from behind me as strong hands grabbed my
wrists, forced them behind my back, and slapped a pair of handcuffs
on me. The flashlight fell from my hand and dropped onto the
pavement with a loud clatter as I was spun around to face a
furious-looking cop. "Though I oughtta just kick your ass right
now! What the fuck's your problem?!"

"That guy was a zombie! Didn't you see how
fucked-up he was?!" I demanded. This was no way to treat a
hero!

"I saw you beat down a survivor, you son of a
bitch!" growled the cop.

"He got up from under that tarp after he was
dead! He didn't survive shit!" I retorted, struggling against the
handcuffs, but to no avail.

"He survived just fine until you killed
him!"

"You're lucky I killed him! If I hadn't—" The
cop slugged me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me and
sending me sprawling onto the pavement, where I lay gasping and
flopping around like a fish out of water.

Ah, good ‘ol Midwestern cop brutality.

"Resisting arrest, huh? Any other charges you
wanna add?" the cop snapped as he leaned over and waggled his
finger at me. "Any more bullshit you wanna throw? Come on, tough
guy! Wanna try it?"

Still struggling to get my wind back, I
wasn't able to warn the dumb bastard of the zombie cop shambling up
behind him. Apparently one of the officers that my zombie had
chowed down on earlier was done marinating and was ready to
roll.

The living cop yowled in surprise and then
screamed in agony as the dead cop latched onto him and ripped a
huge chunk of meat out of his neck, raggedly tearing tendons and
muscles as crimson gore geysered out, sparkling luridly in the
bright sunlight.

The cop's pained breathing suddenly became
extremely loud as it violently whistled in and out of his
demolished windpipe, and I shuddered at the horrific racket he was
making. Then the cop's legs gave out and he collapsed to the ground
in a trembling heap, his lifeblood spilling out onto the asphalt.
He was toast.

As he leaned down to go after his meal, the
zombie cop noticed me. I just about pissed my pants. Oh, hell
no.

Now ignoring the swiftly-dying officer, the
zombie cop leaned in towards me; his ragged, bloody features alight
with the slack intensity that only the living dead can manage. I
started to squirm and jerk around as I tried to get back to my
feet, but it was hard going with a nearly-dead cop laying across my
legs and my hands cuffed behind my back. Fuck me running.

Dead hands that were still faintly warm with
recently-escaped life grabbed me in a steely grip. The zombie held
me in place and moved in for the kill, his bloody jaws opening wide
to take a big bite out of my shoulder. Then with a hungry moan, the
zombie lunged forward and bit deep into my flesh. I screamed.

And screamed.

And screamed.

 


* * * * *

 


I sat bolt upright in bed, soaked in sweat
and panting as though I'd just run a marathon, my heart thundering
in my chest, ready to leap right out. I frantically pawed at my
shoulder, sure that I was going to find a big, gaping bite where
the muscle was supposed to be. But there was nothing there but my
nightshirt and shoulder.

It had just been a dream.

"Ohhhh damn!" I groaned as I flopped
backwards onto my sweat-soaked bed, practically melting with
relief. I was safe! Zombies were just something reserved for movies
and books!

Speaking of which, I glanced down at the pile
of Walking Dead comics I'd been reading before falling
asleep and gave them a shove of relieved annoyance.

"Fucking things," I muttered, chuckling a
little at myself. First nightmare I'd had in years, and what a
doozy it was.

As my heart rate slowed down and I started to
relax, I began to drift off towards sleep again, since it was still
dark outside and I wagered I had a few hours before I was going to
have to get up.

But then a familiar scratching and growling
came from outside – something was clawing against my heavy front
door.

I tried to ignore it, but it increased in
intensity. Several razor-edged howls suddenly cut through the night
air, filling it with an eerie, primeval sound that traced down
through my nerve endings to the more primal, base parts of my
brain, making my hair instinctively stand on end.

Werewolves.

"Can't a guy get any sleep around here?
Fuck!" I growled as I flung my covers aside in annoyance and sat
back up.

Feeling sorry for myself and my lack of
sleep, I listened for a few moments as the scratchings and bangings
downstairs redoubled themselves, followed by more angry howls.
Luckily, my entire house had long ago been barricaded against such
things, so they weren’t getting anywhere for the time being.

From the sounds of it, my latest attempt at
killing that goddamned werewolf had been less than successful. Not
only had he gotten himself back together, he'd brought along a few
friends and/or family with him.

As if to confirm my suspicions, a throaty
snarl drifted up towards my bedroom window as my longtime
lycanthropic adversary shouted for my blood yet again.

"Come out, Neville!" he roared.

"Oh, fuck you, Cortman," I grunted,
rubbing at my eyes and getting to my feet. "Lousy family curse."
Where the hell were my pants? I found them by tripping over them,
and fought back several massive yawns as I shrugged them on. This
was going to be a looooooong day.

But at least there was no such thing as
zombies. Werewolves, vampires, trolls, ogres, sorcerers, mummies,
mutants, and that kind of thing, I could – and did – live with. But
zombies creeped the hell out of me.
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Knife

By Bryan Wolford

 


 


John came out of the store with the knife
wrapped in a roll of cloth. He couldn't believe how he had swindled
the shop keep into giving it to him for a mere four dollars. They
were in the middle of a Great Depression for god sake. 1934 had
been a terrible year for everyone. Most places had raised their
prices just to hope to break even by the end of the month but
somehow he had talked the shop keep into lowering his price by
half.

He now unrolled the knife and looked at it.
The blade gleamed in the sunlight. Its edge appeared razor sharp as
if it had not even sliced through a loaf of bread. The handle was a
smooth polished black. It fit in his hand almost perfectly. He
hoped it looked menacing enough, as his intentions were less than
honorable. It was hard during the depression and if he had any
other means to get by he would have. Mugging was the only thing he
knew to do. The bank had rejected him for a loan and the factory
had shut down. What else could he do?

The plan was simple. He would hide out in the
park after dark. Most people opted to walk in the park nowadays as
it was rather nice in the evening during this time of the year.
More importantly it was free. Many would think to use a gun. John
had considered this but decided a gun would be more costly. First
of all a gun would cost more. Then after that you had to keep
buying bullets to refill it. In the end it was just a bad
investment at this point in time.

By the time John had gone to the park the sun
was nothing but a sliver behind the trees and the sky was a
magnificent orange and pink. He walked around the perimeter of the
park twice to find a good spot to hide. There were many clumps of
trees and bushes that would make some good spots to try. Diagonally
through the park ran a stream that, at various points, had small
bridges running over it. He tried to remember where all the bridges
were so that he wouldn't be caught off guard and have to go running
through the water. There were a lot of couples milling about. Some
held hands as they walked while others stood an arm's length apart
from each other.

The sun had finally disappeared and a cool
breeze began to blow. Shadows now crowded the grass. John waited
patiently. A couple walked by but John let them go. The man was too
large. John would have easily been overpowered by him. A few
minutes later another couple walked by. This man had a skinny
frame. He no doubt worked in an office and not in a factory. John
quickly stepped out of the shadows with his new knife in hand.

"Give me your wallet and all the missus'
jewelry." The man quickly reached into his pocket and produced his
wallet. His girlfriend had taken off her necklace and had begun to
take the ring off her left hand. "Leave the ring." He may be
stealing people's money but only because he needed it. A thug he
was not. When the wallet and necklace were in his hands he ran off
through the bushes.

The man only had five bucks on him but he
knew he would be able to fetch at least six or seven dollars for
the necklace. His investment in the knife was already making him a
profit. He kept running until he was on the edge of the park. The
stream gurgled by as he approached one of the footbridges. With a
flick of the wrist the wallet splashed into the water. He slowed
his pace to avoid suspicion.

 


The night helped him escape the park.
Buildings began to come back into view as the park fell away. He
wished that he had made more of a score but staying in the park was
too risky of a chance. The couple would have found a police officer
and the hunt for him in the park would have been on. He made his
way back towards his apartment. Most of the small shops had closed
already. As soon as the sun went down most people went home. There
were still people who found their way to some underground gambling
casinos and nightclubs. John knew where a few of them were and
headed towards them.

As he approached a casino run by a man named
Sammy the Butcher he heard two people arguing in the alley to his
left. He crept to the opening of the alley. A man and a woman were
there arguing with each other. John quickly pulled out the knife
and stepped into the alley.

"Give me all your money and jewelry," he
said. Both the man and woman stopped talking and looked at him.

"Get the hell out of here," the man said to
him.

"Come on, I don't want to have to hurt your.
Just make this easy." John brought the knife up so that both of
them could see it. The man didn't seem intimidated by it and
advanced on John.

"I told you to get out of here. You ain't
gettin' nothing." The man reached for John. The knife came down
with a quick flash and caught the man in the left shoulder. John
could feel the blade strike the man's shoulder joint. He quickly
pulled the knife out again and ran off into the street. The man
fell to the street as the woman began to scream.

John ducked down a few different streets.
After awhile he began to slow down. He looked down at his hand and
saw blood covering the blade of the knife. John shook his head. He
had never intended to stab someone but the man had advanced on him.
The knife was supposed to only be for show. He had no other choice
but to defend himself.

After another twenty minutes of walking
through the back streets to avoid anyone from following him home he
entered his small apartment and went right to the bathroom. The
light overhead flickered on and then began to blink on and off. He
turned on the faucet and splashed some cool water on his face. This
night hadn't turned out how he had wanted. As he began to reach to
turn the faucet off he felt a small pain in his left shoulder. He
ignored it and went to bed.

Sleep did not come to him right away but when
it finally did it was filled with nightmares. In them there seemed
to be a group of black people were chanting while covered in paint.
In the center of them he saw the knife he had just purchased. It
sat in a blazing fire. A woman out of the group grabbed it out of
the fire as she screamed from the pain.

John sat up in a cold sweat. The image of the
woman with the knife lingered at the edge of his brain. He ran into
the bathroom and splashed water on his face once again. The cool
water felt good. He looked into the mirror and noticed that he was
shaking. For five minutes he stood there gripping the sink until
the shaking stopped. When it finally did he turned to go back to
bed. As he turned his shirt caught his eye. He was wearing a common
white cotton t-shirt but right over his left shoulder there was a
red spot. It appeared to be blood.

When he lifted his shirt there appeared to be
a small scratch on his shoulder. He had no recollection of running
into anything that could have caused it. Then he remembered the
altercation with the man in the alley.

"Must have gotten me with something," he said
to himself. There seemed like no other explanation. John washed the
scratch with a washcloth and then went back to bed. He did not
dream again that night.

The next day brought much of the same as the
day before. He robbed a few people without incident. One guy didn't
even have any money on him. John's shoulder began to ache by
midday. When he reached in his shirt to rub it his hand came back
with blood on it. He stepped into an alley to look at it. The wound
seemed to have gotten bigger. As he put his coat on he heard a
voice behind him.

"Alright buddy, turn around slowly and empty
your pockets." John turned and saw a man slightly smaller than
himself standing with his hand in his pocket as if he might have a
gun. The point of it stuck out at him. "Come on now, let's make
this easy," the man said. John had no intention of giving up his
loot that easily. He reached into his pocket and drew out the knife
with his left hand. With a fluid motion he leapt at the man. Before
he got to him the man pulled his hand out of his pocket. There had
been no gun. John's momentum pulled him forward. He couldn't stop.
The man tried to turn and run but the knife caught him in the
stomach. Blood began to flow onto the pavement. John looked around
and found no one watching. He wiped the blood from the knife onto
the man's jacket and began to dig through his pockets. The man was
carrying a total of twenty dollars.

"You must have been having a good day…up till
now that is," John said. The man looked up at him with eyes that
were already starting to get glassy. John put the knife in his coat
and ran out of the alley into the street. No one was looking at him
suspiciously. He walked along the sidewalk with his hands in his
pockets. His shoulder ached unbearably now. After walking around
for a while longer he returned to his apartment.

When he entered through his doorway he went
straight to the bathroom. When he took his coat off he saw that his
shirt was now drenched in blood. He lifted his shirt to find the
wound on his shoulder was now larger and deeper that it had been
earlier that afternoon. When he reached for the faucet with his
left hand a sharp pain exploded through his arm. He put his arm
down and used the other arm to fill the basin with water. When it
was full he took his shirt off and washed the wound. He wrapped the
wound with a clean part of his shirt and then went to lie down.

Sleep came upon him quickly. Again he began
to dream. This time he was seeing a long field. Along each row he
could see workers bent over. All of them were black. One of them
stood up and John realized it was the woman from the dream before
that had drawn the knife out of the fire. In the light he could see
that she was middle aged. She wiped her brow and bent back over to
work. Next to her was a kid that couldn't have been more than
fifteen. Somehow John knew that this was the woman's son. The kid
stood up and began to stretch. Almost instantly a man came up with
a whip and gave the boy a quick snap.

"Back to work," the man said. The boy fell to
the ground but stood up once again facing the man.

"No more. I was just stretching," the boy
said back to the man. The man drew back again and let the whip
crack. This time the boy put up his arm and the whip looped around
it. With a quick tug the whip was jerked out of the man's hands.
The boy's mother began to get up but the man reached over and
pushed her down.

"Stay down or you'll get some too," the man
told her. The boy bent over to help his mother when the man pulled
out a knife and began to stab him unmercifully. John realized it
was the knife he now owned. Cuts appeared all over the boy’s body.
The mother began to scream in horror. When the man was done the boy
was covered in stab wounds. Blood began to seep into the ground
that he was lying on. He was dead. The mother was crying
hysterically.

"I curse you," she said. I will curse you and
your instrument of death." The man kicked a clod of dirt at her and
walked away. The next thing John saw was the man's body lying on
the ground covered in stab wounds much like the boy's. In his belt
was the knife.

Again John sat up in a cold sweat. His
apartment was dark. As he got off of his bed the springs creaked.
He made his way to the bathroom. When he turned on the light he
gasped in horror. In the mirror he could see a small line on his
stomach. He touched the small cut. For now it was just a scratch.
Quickly he unwrapped his shoulder. The wound was now very deep. It
was agony just to move his arm. A realization came upon him then.
He saw himself stabbing the man in the shoulder and then the man in
the stomach. The wounds that were showing up on him were the same
wounds he had inflicted on the other two.

"The knife is cursed," he said to his
reflection. The dreams now made sense. Some time before the knife
had been cursed to inflict the same wounds that the owner inflicted
on others. "I have to get rid of it."

John thought of taking it back to the shop he
had purchased it from but the prospect of explaining how he knew it
inflicted its owner with wounds after being used on others did not
appeal to him. He instead made his way towards the riverfront.
There were a few dive clubs down there. No on would question why he
was walking along the river in the middle of the night.

When he reached the riverfront he looked down
into the water. It looked black. He pulled the knife out of his
pocket and held it in his palm. His only hope was that it would
sink to the bottom of the river and never hurt anyone again. Just
as he was about to throw it he heard someone approach behind
him.

"Looking for a date?" a lady asked him. It
seemed that one of the prostitutes that patrolled the area had
wandered upon him. As he turned to face her, his legs tangled
together and he fell. Everything seemed to slow down as he was
falling over. He reached out to steady himself and felt the woman
grab him to steady him. They both fell to the ground with John on
top of her. When he began to get up he saw that the woman lay
motionless. He looked down and saw the knife sticking out of her
chest just above her heart.

"No!" John screamed. "No, no, no!" He grabbed
the knife and pulled it out of the woman's chest. With a quick snap
of his arm he launched it into the river. It made a small splash
and then sank below the surface. He looked back at the woman on the
ground that now had a massive wound in her chest. Instantly he knew
that sometime soon a small line would begin to appear on his chest
as well.

He looked around and saw that no one had seen
what had happened. A few people strolled by the river but they were
far away and walking in the opposite direction. John turned and ran
back to his apartment. He didn't stop the whole way there. By the
time he reached his door he was breathing heavily. His heart beat
against the inside of his rib cage with a maddening force. The key
turned in the lock and he hurried inside. Once inside he fell to
his knees and buried his face in his hands.

He stayed that way until his breathing
slowed. Slowly he got back to his feet. His whole body was still
shaking. As he began to walk to his bed he glanced at the kitchen
table. He gasped in horror as imbedded into the tabletop was the
knife. Next to it was carved the words 'You Can't Escape Me.'

John ran into the bathroom and locked the
door. He splashed water onto his face and looked at himself in the
mirror. Pain began to flair through his stomach. The wound had
finally gaped open. He took off his shirt and saw in the mirror the
open gap in his stomach. It was bleeding steadily but would only
cause discomfort in the end. He then felt his chest over his heart.
Already he could see a small white line. Tears began to stream down
his face. He turned and filled up the bathtub with cold water. As
he slipped into the cold he hoped that the end would come
quickly.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Deep Lies the Murky Floor

By Casey Criswell

 


 


“Come on chicken shit, you’re the only one
who hasn’t swam across.” Billy Connolly was typical for a twelve
year old bully; pudgy in girth, pig faced in both appearance and
attitude. Seldom did he pass the chance to impose himself upon
those of lesser stature.

“You know Billy, I don’t really care if
everybody else did it. I’m not going to.” Simon was the antithesis
of Billy. Slight of frame, bony in nature, he often set off the
feeding instinct in many a mother who gazed upon him at the
beach.

That summer at Price’s Pond was a long one
for Simon. The pond was private swimming hole filled with those
whose parents were privileged enough to afford the membership fees
and was small to an adult gazing upon its width. For those of Billy
and Simon’s age, the far shore was a vast distance indeed.

Simon could swim. It wasn’t a matter of the
lack of skill or a fear of drowning. He spent the bulk of that
summer practicing his strokes in the deeper area just out side the
ropes blocking off the shallow end. Leaving himself able to touch
the sandy floor of the pond with the tip of his toes he was always
sure of being able to catch himself when needed. With people like
Suzanne Jenkins in attendance every day, he could not afford to be
seen within the confines of the children’s beach.

The problem stalking Simon that summer was
Billy Connolly. It was well known that Billy came from a family
lacking in the funds to provide such a wistful summer getaway for
their portly child. When the final bell of the school year rang,
Simon breathed a heavy sigh of relief knowing that his summer
should provide a relief from the attentions of Billy for a solid
three months. That sigh turned to one of shock and dismay when
Simon and his mother drove through the gates of Price’s Pond for
the first trip to the beach that summer where he found Billy
Connolly throttling a far younger patron in exchange for soda.

Billy’s existence was marginally miserable.
With poor parents unable to provide him the luxuries that many of
his peers enjoyed he took it upon himself to obtain them. Be it
intimidation, physical threats, or physical damage, he cared not.
It was well known that few people cared to be in the presence of
Billy aside from his trusted friends, so when Billy saw a flash of
love or admiration between two classmates, he made it his personal
mission to end that flash whenever possible. Because of this,
Suzanne’s presence made Simon’s summer one to loath as opposed to
one to remember.

The other problem plaguing Simon that summer
was the age-old tradition of swimming across the pond. Some
considered it a right of passage between the ages of eleven and
thirteen; facing ones fears and stuff like that. They would build
up their courage and set their eye upon the far shore of the pond
and make the swim. The pond grew deep across the middle the water
growing cold from the murky depths that sat below the surface, the
depths hiding untold terrors. What did the blackness hold below
your kicking feet? What exactly was that slimy thing that scraped
across your thigh as you pulled yourself out of the water onto the
far shore? For an active twelve year old, the possibilities were
endless. That which you could not see became far scarier as you
fought your way to the other side, much like the transition from
youth to teen.

“You know Suzie’s watching you don’t ya?”
Billy wore a sneer of menace across his lips. He knew full well
where Simon’s weaknesses lie.

Simon took a deep breath to steel his tongue,
clenching his fists at his side to contain his frustration and
anger. His summer was an endless stream of similar threats, however
this was the first to call out his manhood in front of the one
person he wished to look tough in front of.

There was a larger fear to Simon’s reluctance
to swim the pond. Many agreed in his reluctance to attempt the
passage yet they were able to overcome their fears. Simon however
held on to a deeper seeded terror when his mind turned to thoughts
of the task. He knew he could swim yet he was far from being
strong. Often tiring quickly he did not know if he had the strength
to make the entire trip. What if his asthma reared its ugly head as
he made his way? What if his legs should begin to burn with painful
cramps as was known to happen when he spent too much time in the
water? And perhaps the strongest angle keeping him from proving
himself in front of Suzie; what was hiding in the inky depths below
his toes as he crossed into the icy deep water in the center of the
pond?

“It’d be a shame if you looked like a wienie
man before your little girlfriend!” Billy let loose with a throaty
cackle as he poised his face mere centimeters from the tip of
Simon’s nose. The smell of soda that Billy stolen from some random
victim drifted into Simon’s nostrils; he could smell the distinct
citrus flavor of Mountain Dew upon his breath.

For a change, Simon actually agreed with
Billy. He had worked hard on his image that summer, always aiming
to impress the young Ms. Jenkins. Making sure his hair was always
combed just right, silently flexing his muscles as he crossed her
path, always looking away just at the right moment so that she
didn’t catch him staring; all would be for nothing if Billy
humiliated him in front of her. How could she possibly be
interested in a man who failed to swim Price’s Pond, especially if
he was the only boy who failed the passage that summer?

Simon took a deep breath and drew himself up
tall as he looked Billy in the eye; “I can’t do it today. I don’t
have my inhaler.”

Billy’s head cocked back as loud bursts of
laughter escaped his lips. “Aww, is wittle Simon making
excuses?”

Simon turned a bright crimson as he noticed
many heads turn in their direction at Billy’s outburst.

“Listen chump, your sad excuses aren’t going
to help.” Billy poked his index finger into Simon’s chest as he
drove home every syllable. “This is the last day of summer, school
starts next week. You don’t swim it today, I’ll make sure the
entire school knows just how big of a pussy you are; especially
Suzie Jenkins.”

Billy folded his arms across his chest as a
smug look of satisfaction settled upon his eyes. The large boy took
a step back knowing that he had upset Simon. The look of fear that
flashed across Simon’s face was enough to make Billy feel that the
day was a day well spent, despite what else may arise.

A group had begun to form around the two boys
facing off upon the beach. Most were quiet as they all waited for
Simon’s response. Some took the chance to add extra tension to
Simon’s situation, as kids are often known to do; they began to
discuss loudly the tales of their own passages across the pond. “I
don’t know what it was, but something big brushed against my foot”
and “I swear I saw a huge fin stick out of the water when I reached
the middle” could be heard whispered in the background. Simon
gulped loudly as he scanned the crowd in search of Suzie’s face;
the rest were inconsequential to his decision.

“Come on cupcake, time’s running out!” Billy
reached out with his meaty right hand and gave a quick shove to
Simon’s shoulder. The crowd buzzed with this show of strength from
the master of ceremonies. “You got one minute to decide, or I’m
going to decide for you!”

Simon remained silent as he looked through
the faces surrounding him. So far he had not seen Suzie amongst the
children surrounding him. He could stand to lose face amongst the
boys in his group of friends; they’ve all had one thing or another
that they lacked the strength to accomplish. There would be a
silent understanding amongst those closest to him, he was sure of
that. But Suzie would not have that connection; her view of this
young boy wanting her attention would be settled upon a simple yes
or no.

Not seeing her in the crowd surrounding him,
Simon turned back to face Billy, a come back of epic proportions
forming itself in his mind. He may not be man enough this day to
tackle his right of passage, but he could build a reputation of his
own should he choose just the right words to attempt a counter
attack upon the bully standing before him.

“You know what fat-ass,” Simon smiled
inwardly as the crowd around him audibly gasped at his audacity in
the face of humiliation and pain. Billy’s smug visage morphed into
a mask of anger and rising red.

In the distance Simon saw out of the corner
his eye a vision of beauty enter the circle; Suzie had come to see
what the fuss was about. His anger trailed off as his mouth hung
open; how would he answer with her there to bear witness?

Billy clenched a ham-sized fist and lifted it
before him, preparing to pummel the scrawny boy who dared stand up
to his threats. Cocking his arm back, he was prepared to unleash
his fury upon Simon. He stumbled when an unexpected phrase tumbled
meekly from the lips of his target.

“All right. I’ll go.”

 


* * * * *

 


Stopping briefly to tread water, Simon
glanced back towards the beach to judge the distance he had
covered; what felt like miles turned out to be merely a few yards.
The crowd that had gathered to watch his attempt at swimming across
the pond was growing as word of his swim traveled along the
beach.

He pushed his arms in a slow back and forth
motion to keep himself afloat; he felt downwards into the dark
water with his toe to judge his depth. Feeling nothing but a
growing cold far below him and the tickle of seaweed rising up from
the muddy lakebed, he felt slightly reassured knowing that the
lakebed was close by. With a sigh he turned and began to swim once
again.

To keep his fears in check, Simon carried on
a dialogue with himself as he made his way towards the center of
the pond. “You can do this” and “Almost halfway” was heard as he
coaxed himself along. Peering to the shoreline he spied a group of
children making their way around the pond to wait for him on the
far side. It was quite an accomplishment to swim across the pond
and congratulations were in order when one climbed out onto the
grassy shore.

As he swam, a panic arose in Simon. He wasn’t
positive but it felt as though a slimy and spiny something had
brushed against his outstretched leg. Stopping once again to tread
water, he frantically scanned the water around him in an attempt to
see into the depths. Unable to spy anything beyond the muddy
surface he probed once again with his feet to locate the culprit;
what he discovered was the growing cold about him and the lack of
weeds tickling his feet. He was on his own from this point forward;
he was in the middle of the pond.

Continuing on his swim, Simon pondered the
consequences of giving in to Billy’s pressures. Once completed he
no longer would have to worry about the ridicule of not tackling
the swim. He would be a brother with all who accomplished the task,
surely this would bring along a sense of new friends. Also, Suzie
would see him as a man, a man who both made the swim across Price’s
Pond and one who stood up to Billy Connolly. Surely this factor
would outweigh his newfound brotherhood and friends. Regardless of
the positives, his nerves remained on high alert as he neared the
center of the pond.

With a start Simon felt the clammy caress
across his leg return. As a dog licks one’s hand in a friendly
greeting, Simon felt a similar sensation across the arch of his
foot.

As sudden as its arrival, the presence went
away once more. Not pausing this time to locate the source of
torment, Simon poured his strength into his breaststroke in an
effort to speed his swim across the lake. Muscles burning, the fear
pushed him on causing his breath to come in ragged gasps.

Fear began to sink its way into his chest
with icy fingers as his asthma began to rear its ugly head. Brought
on by exertion and fear, he began to wheeze as he gasped for
breath. His stroke faltered as he began to flail in panicked
motions. His splashing drew the attention of the kids standing on
the far shore. “Hey, is he having problems?” one was heard to ask.
Fighting against the pull of the murky blackness below as well as
the tightening of his chest, Simon could make out the children
waving at him. The notion that he was at the halfway point was a
slight relief to his current struggle.

 


Pausing in his fight to stay afloat Simon
grew aware of something massive looming beneath his feet. There was
neither the caress of slime nor the prickling of spines as in
earlier encounters, just the passage of something far larger than
he was far below him. Regardless of it being fact or imagination,
it caused Simon’s panic to rise along with the burning of his
clenched chest.

Teetering upon giving up, Simon considered
throwing in the towel. Surely he would face ridicule and the loss
of affection from that special girl, yet he saw no other way to
avoid the conclusion. His fear was overtaking him and his breath
was coming shorter. He needed to call for help; facing the group of
boys on the far side of the pond, he began to wave his arms and
attempted yell.

“Hey, what’s he yelling?” one of the children
asked?

“Don’t know, he’s too far out” was the
reply.

Seeing that no one was hearing his call for
help, Simon reluctantly decided to finish his swim across the pond.
Despite what anybody thought of him, death was no way to end his
summer vacation, a fact that Simon was acutely aware of. Resuming
once more he inched ever closer to his destination.

Feet kicking furiously, Simon traveled only a
few feet before he felt his toes kick against something solid. Fear
was his initial reaction as the recollection of his unseen visitor
from moments ago was fresh upon his memory. Continuing to kick past
this newfound obstacle, he probed below him as he swam over. The
feeling beneath his fingers was firm and unyielding and covered
with fine gritty sand. Testing his weight against the apparent
sandbar, Simon let his arms cease their panicked beating and stood
tentatively upon the hidden island. Head and shoulders rising above
the surface, relief poured throughout his body as he sucked in a
long deep breath to ease his sore lungs. Simon had discovered a
sand bar in the middle of the pond giving him a brief respite in
the face of failure.

 


Relieved in the chance to rest his tired
arms, Simon smiled broadly. He was going to make it across the pod
after all. Gazing at the children huddled on the shore, he waved at
them enthusiastically knowing that he found his break.

“How’s he doing that?” The child voicing the
question looked puzzled as he watched Simon grinning madly in the
center of the pond.

“I don’t remember a sand bar out there when I
went across.” This second child showed an equally puzzled look as
Simon stood magically out of the water.

Confusion and surprise was a mixture upon the
faces of the young boys watching Simons swim. Most stood with their
arms limp to their sides or their hands cocked above their eyes to
shade them from the sun. Simon was confused at their lack of
excitement at his find in the center of Price’s Pond but shrugged
it off; he was going to save his fate yet.

As he stood watching Simon noticed that the
group awaiting him upon the shore was moving away. They stood stock
still along the lapping edges of the shore, yet they were growing
farther away at a creeping pace. This discovery sinking into his
young brain, he noticed that they had made this connection as well;
many of the kids were beginning to point excitedly in his
direction.

He muddled through the idea that his sandbar
was in fact moving. Gazing towards his feet he tried to see the
shelf of land below him. The water, which was at his knees when he
first stood up, was now around the waist of his trunks. He was
sinking as well as moving. Watching the water level creep upwards
along the length of his body, he felt a sudden shift below him.
Simon threw his arms above his head in an attempt to balance
himself as his fear began to rise once more; sandbars were not mean
to move as far as Simon knew.

 


Searing pain ignited the calf of his left
leg, the suddenness causing the boy to gasp. From knee to ankle he
could feel a firm tendril wrapped tightly, soft and clammy at first
touch. Soon thereafter his leg began to twinge much like the onset
of poison ivy. Intense itching then followed the burn, both
progressing upwards along his leg.

Simon let out a scream of pain as the
appendage wrapped about his leg began to pull him downward. His
feet still planted firmly upon the grainy surface moving below him,
he began to sway off balance from the pressure of being pulled
harder.

Simon began to thrash and attempt to jerk his
leg free of its confining trap. Each forceful tug caused the
tentacle to grow tighter, the burning grow sharper, the itch spread
faster. Misery and pain painted itself upon the boys face and he
began to scream louder, his pleas echoing off the water.

Those gathered on the far shore watched as
Simon began to fight against an invisible foe. “Do you think he has
a cramp?” one child asked. “Must be,” replied another.

Simon sensed the bulk beneath his feet shift,
pulling him towards the far end of the pond further from his
friends. As his course shifted the slimy appendage increased its
pull causing him to tumble into the muddy water. The beating of his
arms rose to a frantic pace as he fought to keep his head above the
surface.

Along the shore the boys gathered in wait
began to trot along, keeping pace with the retreating Simon. Many
shouts of excitement and worry could be heard as they watched
astonishingly at Simon’s sudden change of course.

Fighting in the open water of the pond Simon
felt the tendril pull against his leg once more, its force
providing no competition to his flailing arms. Feeling himself
pulled beneath the surface Simon swallowed one final lungful of air
knowing full well it could be his last.

He attempted to open his eyes, hoping for a
glimpse of what was pulling him to the murky floor below. His view
blurry as the muddy water invaded his eyes, all before him was cast
in a hazy sheen. Below he could see the long tentacle attached to
his leg disappearing into the gaping darkness spread across the bed
of the lake, the coldness wrapping around him like the hugs he
dreamed of from the young girl watching above.

As he sank Simon glanced back towards the
sandbar he was plucked from. Before him was an immense wall,
mottled in browns and greens, a thin layer of sandy rocks covering
the surface. His eyes drawn along the length of the structure,
Simon followed the curves of his moving sandbar in search of what
was moving the behemoth beneath his feet. Eyes bulging, Simon
nearly lost the precious breath held in his lungs as he came across
an unexpected feature in his search; staring back at him was a
large eyeball nearly his height in diameter, locked upon him with a
hungry intensity.

The weight of the predicament fell against
Simon as he let his stare slide down the length of the eye, landing
squarely upon the crease of a large mouth tucked away at the bottom
of the creature. Teeth stood jarringly at jagged angles from the
mouth; it was obvious to Simon that he would make a quick and tidy
meal to whatever it was that inhabited the deeps of Price’s
Pond.

Managing a small smirk at the irony of it
all, Simon looked back at what brought him to be trapped in the
clutches of this unseen horror. He often fretted over his fear, the
idea that there was something lurking in the cold dark of the
middle of the pond. The humor wasn’t wasted upon him when he
discovered that he was in fact right; there was something to fear
lying deep upon the murky floor. With the air in his lungs growing
thin Simon’s chest began to burn as he fought against the arm
pulling him down, down into the muddy weeds. Feeling no give in the
grip upon his leg he fought the urge to scream, knowing it held
nothing but pain and finality.

As he sunk, Simon took some time to think
back on his attempt to swim the pond. Surely somebody would think
to blame Billy for forcing him on his fateful trek; that would
surely put an end to his bullying tactics for some time. While this
thought made his heart grow fondly, the feeling was cut short as
Simon turned his thoughts to Suzie. Surely she would have been
impressed when he pulled himself upon the far shore, yet now he
would never know what her tender kiss might feel like. It was truly
a shame he figured, he had looked forward to that kiss for the
entire summer.

Soon the end grew near, the burning of his
lungs growing too strong to bear, the burning in his leg overcoming
his entire body at this point. Glancing upwards he took in the
bright sunlight that rippled across the surface for a final time.
The fight left his outstretched arms as they began to float upward,
whatever lied in the darkness below began to pull him quicker as if
it sensed the fight leaving its meal.

With one final flinch Simon let go of the
final breath he held in his lungs, the bubbles escaping in a large
torrent as icy water rushed in to take its place. His body
flinching once in the grasp of the tentacle, he grew limp as the
large eye turned to watch him sink lower into the weeds at the
bottom of Price’s Pond.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


When Jeb Killed a Man

by J. P. Moore

 


 


“Last in line,” Pablo said. “How long have
you been with us?”

Jeb shrugged.

“Two months,” he answered.

Pablo and Rory laughed. It had seemed longer
to Jeb.

“I bet your hands are still soft,” Pablo
said.

Jeb blinked. It had been a mistake to leave
Boston in the first place. The South had surrendered. The war was
over and his father's factories bankrupt. There had been little for
him to inherit. Still, Jeb might have fed off of the corpse. Like a
vulture.

But a new world beckoned. The West.

It had been a mistake.

He spat into his bowl. He barely had any
saliva left. He swirled it around with his fingertip, making mud of
the dust.

Jeb was at the end of the chow line. He
watched as, ahead of him, Rory punched Pablo in the shoulder.
Augustus, the fourth of the group, fed them.

Rory was of ancient Irish blood. The quirks
of inheritance, rather than any failure of industry, had robbed all
but his eldest brother of any meaningful inheritance. Rory, then,
was also looking for manhood and means by wrangling cattle for an
ill-bred ranch owner. The Irishman seemed frail and had a
tumbleweed of wild, curly brown hair, atop which his Stetson
magically defied the wind. Rory, though, could speak a serviceable
amount of Spanish, but with a brogue. Jeb had often tried but
always failed, particularly when drunk, to imitate the effect.

Pablo was the boss on this ride. He had come
from Mexico and, as far as Jeb could tell, knew more than anyone
about herding and ranching. Pablo was quiet about it, though
accomplished most tasks with a simple ease that left Jeb quite
jealous. As easy as thinking, it seemed. Pablo never wore a hat,
but would lay his hand over his brow to shade his eyes. He would
stand in this way for seemingly hours, looking over the land as if
he knew something inside, as if he could hear the cattle moving
miles past the horizon.

And there was Augustus, a giant African who
was rumored to have escaped slavery years before the war. He never
spoke except to answer a question. Sweat beaded on his bald dome in
the morning and, by afternoon, was like rivers pouring down his
back. He was perhaps more skilled than any with the rope, but
terrible with a skillet. Somehow, he had become their cook.

They were three days west of the ranch, still
on Mr. Holden's property in Texas but close to the Mexican border.
The rancher needed over two hundred head to keep the operation
alive another month. Three days looking for cattle--they had only
found ten head. With their rations now running short, Pablo had
ordered that they take the cattle home in the morning.

Augustus lifted a spoon from the Dutch oven.
The brown stew bubbled and smelled like rot. He slapped it down
into Jeb's bowl, where it made a sucking noise as it fell from the
spoon.

“What is it?” Jeb asked. It was the closest
he could get to having a joke with the man, because it was always
the same thing. Dried beef and flour.

“Dried beef. Flour. Water. This time,
something else.” Augustus smiled. “Cactus.”

Jeb moved to the fire and sat across from
Rory and Pablo. Behind them, a mesa loomed against the western
sky.

“Let’s see your hands,” Rory said over the
fire, then looked to Pablo. “I don't think he could do it.”

Pablo smiled.

“Do what?” Jeb asked.

“Would you kill a man?” Pablo asked.

“What were you, anyway?” Rory asked. “A
teacher?”

“A tutor,” Jeb replied.

“For little girls?” Rory pressed.

Jeb shook his head.

“Little boys,” Pablo said.

Jeb turned to Augustus, who was now sitting
far from the fire, eating his stew with a lust that Jeb could not
understand. It was a horribly sour, gluey mess.

“How do you avoid these conversations?” Jeb
shouted.

“Don't talk to him,” Rory said. “He won't
answer. And look at him. He's probably killed more men than all of
us.”

Augustus bared his teeth. Rory laughed out
loud.

“Vicious, that one,” Rory said.

Jeb was relieved, for Rory and Pablo seemed
to have forgotten the question.

 


* * * * *

 


Jeb felt sleep creeping from the edges of his
thoughts. The ten head of cattle had shown surprising reluctance on
the march, almost like toddlers. They were distracted by
everything, making as much work as they could for the four cowboys.
Smart, Jeb thought. Perhaps they knew that slaughter lay ahead for
them.

“Where are the others?” Pablo asked one,
staring into its dumb wet eyes as if it would answer. It did not,
of course, except to burp up its cud and begin grinding it between
flat teeth.

“So kill me,” Jeb said. “March me, brand me
and kill me.”

“What?” Pablo asked.

“That's what she's saying.”

“He,” Rory shouted from the rear of the
bull.

Augustus smiled and snorted a laugh, which
was the most he ever did to contribute to a conversation.

Jeb closed his eyes for a few long seconds,
then opened them. His cheeks tingled. He felt drunk. The night sky
through the flap in his tent was clear but for thin strands of high
clouds. Jeb felt the heat rise from the sand, through his bedding
and his body. The stars spun slowly on whatever point he fixed with
his gaze. There was no breeze, and no noise but the horses huffing,
and the ten head of cattle moaning at whatever they saw in the
dark—perhaps just one another.

Some time passed. The other men went to sleep
as well.

Then, shouts. Rory.

“No! No! No!”

And stoic Pablo burst into laughter that
sounded out of his control, so forceful as to deplete all of his
breath before threatening to rip his lungs out of his body.

The cattle and horses were next, exploding in
an almost human chorus of panicked shouts.

Jeb lifted himself onto his elbows, thinking
that he might stand and help, or run. The stars fell all around
him, through his tent and bounced on the sand. Dying fireflies, he
thought. Or tiny comets. They were hot and smelled like sulfur,
covering his thighs. A blue orb, another world, came down upon him,
falling so quickly that it threatened to drown him in its piss warm
sea.

Suddenly, it was morning. Rory was kicking
him.

“Get up, Jeb.”

Pablo and Augustus stood across camp. The
Mexican had his arms crossed and stared at the ground. Jeb looked
at Rory.

“I know,” Rory said. “We all saw things.”

Rory pulled him by the wrists. Jeb's knees
buckled and his stomach swam in nausea. He stumbled several steps
forward, the ground seemingly weaving out of his path. He shook his
hands as if they were wet. They were tingling, like he had slept on
top of them all night.

The sun was high and hot in the sky. It must
have been noon, though Jeb was not hungry at all.

The cows were spread farther apart than Pablo
would normally have allowed. Jeb counted the head. He could only
come up with eight. The horses huddled close to camp, standing by
the makeshift hitch even though they were untied. Perhaps it meant
some kind of protection to them.

“We're missing two head,” Jeb said.

Pablo snapped out of his trance.

“Over here,” he answered.

Jeb followed the other three as they
descended into a gully on the edge of camp. There were two corpses,
ripped open as if they had exploded. Flies buzzed over the
glistening bones.

“There's no blood,” Jeb said.

Pablo shook his head.

“Chupacabra,” he said.

“What?” Jeb asked.

“'Goat sucker,'” Rory said. “What the hell is
that?”

“It is...” Pablo began. “It is a creature.
'Goat sucker.' Chupacabra. It is a legend. It kills the livestock
and drinks the blood.”

“A monster,” Augustus bellowed. His voice
rolled over the plain. “A demon.”

“Demon?” Rory asked. “What kind of
demon?”

Jeb rubbed his eyes, not entirely sure that
he was seeing the truth. Every movement trailed a ghostly image.
Voices were distant, as if coming through water. His ears felt
clogged. He could see signs in the others. Pablo kept blinking
hard. Rory had a tic that lifted the corner of his mouth every
second. Augustus, however, seemed unaffected.

“Let's eat,” Pablo said. “Then, we can get
this herd moving.”

“Let's just get out of here,” Rory said.

The wind rose suddenly, driving the sand into
their faces. Rory cried aloud, covering his eyes. Pablo led him
back to the camp. Jeb thought he saw faces in the swirling
sand—drawn and stretched faces, long with sunken cheeks and empty
sockets. Their mouths opened and closed. He could hear their
voices, but could not understand the words.

Augustus dished the cold remains of the
previous night's stew. He beamed proudly, as if he had just
prepared it. After, the sandstorm intensified. Pablo decided to
wait it out, calling out the decision but silent under the roar of
the wind. The faces became more numerous and the voices louder as
Jeb lay in his tent, hugging his knees. Mouths closed on the fabric
as if they were trying to chew it open. Long, sharp fingers poked
at the cloth. Rory and Pablo screamed from their own tents.

Rory went silent with a choking gulp as a
shadow fell over the camp and the wind died. Pablo whimpered. Jeb
was certain that his own tent was buried. It would be his tomb, his
pyramid. He would die here, to be found ages away by learned
men.

He opened the tent flap, expecting sand to
spill in. There was none. Outside, the camp was almost as they had
left it. The horses were gone. Two of the cattle had wandered into
camp. They stood in the center, chewing by the smoldering coals.
One of the cattle saw Jeb and groaned. The sun was setting behind
the mesa. The sand of the plain rolled and shifted like the sea,
but the faces and voices had left.

Rory and Augustus were gone, their tents
empty. There were no signs of tracks. Pablo was asleep, tears
tracking through the dust on his cheeks. Jeb kicked the soles of
the Mexican’s boots. Pablo jumped, gasping, flailing his arms as if
he were trying to wave away a cloud of flies. Pablo's eyes were
wild and flashed red. Jeb was not sure if it were true, or if he
were just seeing it.

Pablo shook his head and cupped his ears with
his hands. He took two deep breaths and turned to Jeb.

“I think I'm all right,” Pablo said. “I'm
still hearing things.”

“Rory's gone,” Jeb said. “So's Augustus. The
horses are gone.”

Pablo sighed.

“How many head?” he asked.

“I didn't count.”

“Do it.”

“There are two in camp,” Jeb offered.

“Count the others.”

Jeb could only see the two. He walked toward
the gully. The sand shifted so much that he had to drop to his
knees. Looking down, he saw only the two carcasses. He could
account, then, for only four of the ten head.

Pablo was out of his tent, looking at the
mesa. He pointed.

“A cave,” he shouted.

The setting sun flared around the edges of
the formation. Jeb squinted. There was a long cut, a cave like a
half-open mouth drawn across the mesa.

“Can we make it?” Jeb asked, unable to stand
even on level ground.

“There's a slope. There. We can see the whole
plain. We should be able to see the horses. And I think… I think it
will be a safe place to spend the night.”

 


* * * * *

 


Before long, Jeb was feeling better, less
dizzy. He and Pablo walked up the slope at first, but the grade
became so steep and the ground so loose that they had no choice but
to crawl. The sun had almost set. The shadow of the mesa fell over
the plain behind them. Stars appeared on the eastern horizon. The
moon was now visible, a fine and brittle etching against darkening
blue at the top of the sky.

There was a sharp pain in Jeb's stomach. He
was not sure whether it was hunger or something else. The
hallucinations had passed, for the most part. When he moved his
eyes rapidly, the world wobbled. But that was all.

“Rory is probably up there,” Pablo said. “And
Augustus.”

Jeb squinted, but saw nothing in the yawning
darkness of the cave. He felt a tap on his shoulder and heard a
buzzing by his ears. He reached up to swat it away, but it was
nothing. The movement, though, was careless and he lost his
footing. Jeb grabbed a larger rock at the last possible moment. It
held his weight but spun him toward the eastern sky. It was now
full night, with whirls of stars. Distant suns--time and light so
far in the past was just reaching him at that moment, washing over
but completely oblivious of him.

“What are you doing?” Pablo shouted.

Jeb simply lay on his back and stared. The
stars gathered into ropes that twisted into tight knots. He could
feel the tension, as if that tautness were pulling him even here
from Earth, from Texas, to some other place. It ached in the back
of his eyes and lit a flare of itching anxiety at the top of his
spine.

“Keep climbing,” Pablo said. “Look at the
ground in front of you. Do not look up or down.”

Jeb saw a flash in the corner of his eye,
from the cave. He turned. There was light, dim and diffuse. Shapes
moved. Rory or Augustus, he thought at first. But there were too
many. He could see structures built into the very rock. Stairs led
to terraces. Windows looked out from the walls. Dread shot down his
back as he saw heads moving in and out of view. Pale orbs of eyes
watched him. Voices carried over the light breeze. They spoke clear
syllables of words that he could not understand. They grew in
number and pushed against the lip of the cave. A crowd gathered and
growled. Dark creatures, their wings unfolded. It was not just
vicious intent, not just threat, but excitement in their
voices.

Pablo did not seem to see any of it.

“You have to keep going,” the Mexican
said.

They were Pablo's last words. The creatures
flocked and shot from the cave in a stream, a river in the air. It
spun all around Pablo in a blackness of leathery arms and wings,
bristles of hair like needles. It wrapped the Mexican and lifted
him from the ground, passing him into the cave. Pablo's mouth and
eyes opened in a scream, but his throat was clogged shut.

Wild fear filled Jeb's lungs. It choked like
dry stone dust. They saw him. Their eyes fixed on him. Their voices
ceased. Their ancient alien minds arrived at an action that would
bring his end. Jeb now knew that he was an intruder. They had all
been, for days. Horses, cattle and men. They had crossed some line
in the dust, perhaps arousing interest at first, perhaps even fear.
Now, nothing but hunger.

Rory must have been there, a corpse hanging
on hooks or splayed, bloodless, on an altar. The horses were
already devoured, warm and raw. Pablo was now in shreds, torn apart
so violently that his blood was a cloud of red mist in the air.

Jeb did not think. He did not choose. He
released the rock and began scrambling down the slide, so fast that
he lost control. The stones carried him in their tide, banging him
against boulders and dropping him down a short cliff. He plunged
into a narrow crevice.

He landed on his back. Straight above, night
pushed the last of day's blue from the sky. It seemed like hours
before Jeb felt that he could breathe again. He felt no pain on
that first breath. He had survived. He could move his legs and
arms. He could lift his head.

The world above was silent. He waited and
listened, hearing only short bursts of wind. Then, a shallow raspy
voice, like scratches on the rock. Jeb turned slowly, trying to
make as little noise as he could.

There, Augustus lay broken upon the rocks.
Blood spattered down, a darker but glistening gray, almost silver,
against the stone. The African rambled. Gibberish. Jeb only caught
bits of it.

“Do not leave ... this ... their land!”

“Augustus!”

He would not answer.

“Amen! ... spirit ... ancient spirit!”

Sharp stones jutted up through Augustus'
stomach and thighs. Jeb held his breath, certain now that even the
slightest disturbance would kill the man.

“They have always been here,” Augustus said.
His voice was now calm and clear. His wet eyes pierced the dark and
found Jeb.

Jeb scrambled into a shadow, fearing that
Augustus would attract the creatures. Augustus slipped in and out
of consciousness, belting out guttural noises that meant nothing at
all to Jeb but seemed to conform to the rules of some language.
Oddly-accented English phrases escaped the African's mouth now and
then, though sounded unnaturally low and gruff, inserted into his
throat by someone else.

“Lords of blood.”

“Elders of the plain.”

“Goat suckers.”

As morning approached, Jeb could no longer
bear the hunger. It had risen above the pain in his stomach and
sapped strength from every inch of his body. He waited until
Augustus was unconscious, then crawled toward the man's battered
pack. Jeb found dried beef and water, and devoured these without
thinking. He was about to return to the shadows when he caught the
moonlight glinting on metal. It was a revolver, fully loaded. Jeb
took the gun into hiding and kept it cocked, waiting for the
creatures to fly over the crevice. He vowed to take six of them
with him.

They did not come.

Perhaps he slept. Eventually, the sky went
purple and pink. The sun crawled toward Augustus' feet, climbed up
his body and touched upon his face. Augustus was an ashen gray. His
lips still moved though he had been silent for hours.

Jeb rose. Pain from the fall rang through his
body. He crawled to Augustus, who gripped Jeb's wrist in a heroic
expenditure of strength.

“I'm sorry,” Augustus said. “I'm sorry.”

“What?”

“The voices!”

“Tell me,” Jeb said.

“The voices,” Augustus said. “They told me to
poison you.”

Jeb swallowed. The dust made a giant stone
that forced its way down into his stomach.

“They told me how to poison you. They told me
how. So you would not see them.”

Jeb squinted. He stepped away from
Augustus.

“Save me,” Augustus said. He reached for Jeb.
“Take me with you.”

Jeb stood still for one moment, feeling
nothing. He pointed the revolver at Augustus' forehead.

“No,” Augustus said.

The sound of the single shot bounced from
wall to wall of the crevice and filled the plain above. As Jeb
climbed, he could still hear it locked in the ringing rock. When he
reached the surface, he was not afraid, not thinking of what might
be watching from the cave. There were now only five bullets, but it
did not matter.

Jeb walked through the camp, past the two
dead cattle. He imagined the shot skipping ahead of him, bouncing
on the caked, crunching sand.

He put the mesa at his back. Walking east,
with the sun in his eyes, he thought he might die. Or, perhaps
someone would find him. He did not care. He walked as fast as he
could, only to get away from the cave, away from Augustus.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


I Love Your Mind
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Jonathon Harp had writer’s cramp and it was
getting worse. He set the ink pen to the side and began to flex and
twist his right arm, circling his wrist like a carousel. With his
professional and practiced smile he looked up to an unending line
consisting of housewives, college students, local high school
teachers and just a few riff raff thrown in for good measure.

This was his first book tour and he had
somehow expected it to be a bit more...well…maybe glamorous was the
word. So far, though, except for his first appearance which held
all the unyielding excitement of a first experience, the whole tour
had been dull and had even begun to tax him.

When Artie, his editor, had first approached
him with the idea of a multi-city book signing tour, Jonathon had
been quite taken by it. He had published his first work over a
decade ago at the ripe old age of twenty-three. It was a short
story about a serial killer armed with only an umbrella. The story
itself wasn’t very ambitious but Jonathon was. He had persevered
even after the rejection slip pile seemed to grow larger than his
manuscripts. In then last three to four years his novels had begun
to receive considerable attention and he was now well regarded in
the world of commercial publishing. Hell, he’d even sold a short
story to the tune of two grand around Christmas of last year. A
book tour seemed to be an excellent idea or at least at the time it
had.

Jonathon’s head rose to the sound of the
beeping noise of the entrance door as a couple of college-aged kids
walked through the door with his latest hardcover, Unmasked,
in tow. They joined the healthy line of autograph seekers. Jonathon
selected a fresh pen from the desk before him, “Next please.”

A burly lady with bleached blonde hair
stepped up and shoved her copy of All the King’s Men in
front of him. “Could you please make it out to Marge,” the lady
said. Her eyes were glancing back and forth from Jonathon to the
poster behind him. The poster was a tasteful advertisement of
Unmasked with the dates and locations of his appearances at
this specific chain of booksellers. Below his itinerary was a
studio photograph of him with the Pacific Ocean as a backdrop.
Jonathon couldn’t tell if the woman was only shocked to be meeting
a real semi-famous author or just plain disappointed in his real
life appearance. He handed the book back to her. She grasped it
with one huge hairy hand. “Thank you, Mr. Harp,” she said with a
smile although Jonathon couldn’t quite tell if it was genuine or
not.

“You’re very welcome, see you next time.
Next.”

She stepped up to the table and it was if
Jonathon were a lost soul catching a glimpse of the Gates of
Heaven. She was tall and lithe. Her tanned skin resembled the shade
of almonds. Her gorgeous straight dark hair cascaded past her
shoulders and complimented her green, almost emerald, eyes
exquisitely. Dressed casually, she wore a blue button up blouse and
khaki slacks.

Jonathon pushed his glasses back upon his
nose as she placed her copy of Unmasked onto the table. With
pen in hand he opened the book and looked up to meet her eyes.

“Mr. Harp, I can’t believe it’s you. I’ve
been waiting for this ever since I heard about it on 102.3. I just
knew something would happen and you would cancel or you would leave
before I made it through the line or my car would have a flat
or...”

Redness filled her cheeks. “Oh my god, I’m
babbling. I’m so sorry, Mr. Harp. I’m just so excited.”

“That’s fine.” And it was. He could see that
her excitement was genuine and he was flattered. “Have you had a
chance to read this yet?” he asked, tapping his finger against the
book.

“Oh, of course. I got my copy the day of the
shipment. I had my mother pick it up for me. My boss wouldn’t let
me leave work to get it, I knew he wouldn’t. I considered calling
in sick, but I need the money. I read the whole thing in three
days.”

Jonathon realized she was absolutely bubbling
over. “How did you like it?” he asked. After all these years of
writing he still asked the question with mixed feelings. It was a
question he rarely asked. Although he’d become accustomed to the
cynicism of mixed reviews from the so-called professional critics,
face-to-face criticism always weighed on him more heavily.

“Mr. Harp, I loved it. I absolutely loved it.
Detective Fink is my all-time favorite fiction character.
He’s like a knight in shining armor; always there when you need
him.” The color of embarrassment had begun to recede from her face,
if only slightly.

“What’s your name?” he asked. His pen was
finally in the position to write.

“Heather.” As she spoke her own name it was
if she realized the conversation was almost at an end. Her mood
changed and it was evident all the bubbles had deflated from her
bubbly attitude.

In barely legible handwriting (on a keyboard
he was king of all he surveyed, with pen and paper he was merely a
peasant) he wrote, ‘To Heather, one of the sweetest people I’ve
met in a while,’ and in his trademark autograph scrawl he
added, ‘Jonathon Harp’

Upon reading the inscription, happiness
returned to Heather’s face. She smiled, and he saw that that it was
contagious, he also began to smile, as she spoke, “Thank you so
much Mr. Harp,”

“Not a problem, Heather. And I had better see
you next time I’m here, okay.” He realized he was grinning like a
schoolboy.

“I promise. And again, I loved the
book.” she turned and walked away.

An overweight man with the three chins
stepped up for his turn to meet the famous Jonathon Harp and set
down a tattered and stained hardcover copy of The Birth of
Genius. It was Jonathon’s first ‘successful’ novel and still
had a big place in his heart. The condition of this man’s edition
immediately made Jonathon dislike the man. Besides that, the
corpulent man stank of horse manure.

 


* * * * *

 


Several hours later...

Jonathon shook hands with the bookstore
manager and walked to his rental. The night was cool and a gentle
breeze was stirring. It reminded him of his younger years growing
up on the Gulf Coast of Mississippi. The days were hot and
smothering, the nights refreshing and mild. It had been quite a
while since he had thought of home. Honestly, he couldn’t remember
the last time he had. This soothing night brought back those
memories, however. A slight chill ran up his spine.

He sat behind the steering wheel and felt his
stomach start to grumble. He had chosen to forego lunch in lieu of
signing more books. It had seemed like a reasonable thing to do at
the time. Now his stomach begged to differ.

Jonathon glanced at the clock on the console,
9:20. He realized by the time he made it back to the hotel and got
a table, the in-house restaurant would be closing. He pulled onto
the highway choosing the opposite direction.

By the time he had the Toyota up to speed he
spotted a Waffle King. It was just the greasy spoon, smoke-filled
kind of place he was looking for. It was places just like that
where he had penned most of his fiction. The neon sign which was
usually in the door of such places that read ‘OPEN 24 HOURS’ was
like an old friend. It was usually a beacon to the oddest
assortment of clientele imaginable. And it was within that
night-time mixture of cigarette smoke, greasy hamburgers, drunks
trying to sober themselves with gallons of hot, black coffee,
amidst prostitutes and other urchins of the late hour that Jonathon
felt most comfortable.

The aroma of frying grease greeted him as he
stepped through the door like the handshake of a best friend.
Chatter of patrons and a classic rock radio station registered to
his ears as he looked around for a place to sit. The counter by the
register was packed and it looked as if almost all the booths were
full as well. He decided to use the restroom before placing his
order to eat.

Returning from the restroom he saw a familiar
face. He walked up the booth, realizing it had just the one
apparent occupant. “Well, hello there.”

The woman’s eyes darted upward in shock. It
took less than a second for her gaping mouth to transform into a
wide smile, confirming recognition.

“Mr. Harp, what are you doing here?”

“Trying to fill my gut. But looks like all
the seats are taken,” he said. Somehow, he hadn’t even noticed her
when he’d walked in. That could have been due to his bladder,
perhaps.

“Oh, yeah. It’s crowded tonight.”

“But it was nice seeing you again,” he said.
He turned and began to walk away.

“Hey!” she half screamed. “Would you like to
sit here?” She motioned toward the empty seat opposite her.

“Well, I don’t mind if I do.” he said
exhibiting his professional smile. “I thought you would
never ask, Heather.” She seemed both stunned and pleased he had
remembered her name.

For several minutes both said nothing.
Jonathon scanned over the menu and ordered a patty melt plate with
hash browns and coffee. As Heather finished her meal of a
southwestern omelet and toast he realized how very pretty she was.
Still dressed in her previous attire he could now smell her
perfume. He had never encountered it before but found himself drawn
to it.

“So, a beautiful girl like you accustomed to
eating alone?” he said. And as soon as it escaped his mouth he
realized how lame it sounded.

“I had read somewhere that places like this
are where you do a lot of your thinking. I just thought it would
help me too.”

“What are you trying to think about?” he
asked.

“Nothing. Everything. Nothing and everything
all at once. Anyway, how do you like our fair city?”

“Actually I’ve only been in since this
morning. As soon as I checked in at the hotel and freshened up I
had to be at the bookstore. But I will tell you this; it has its
share of beautiful women.”

Realizing that he was complimenting her, that
all too familiar blush rose in her cheeks. “I still can’t believe
I’m sitting in a Waffle King with Jonathon Harp. No one’s gonna
believe this.”

Looking into her eyes he saw utter
adoration.

After both had finished their meals and a
long conversation, on everything from Heather’s job at the tanning
salon (where she did most of her reading) to whom the best writers
in America were, Jonathon paid the tab. Heather protested that a
famous author shouldn’t have to buy a fan’s dinner, that it should
be the other way around, Jonathon protested and produced a twenty
dollar bill and handed it to the cashier before Heather could even
get to her purse. They walked out together into the still
night.

“Well, Heather that was a nice date,” he said
with a smirk on his face.



She smiled. “If I only knew you would be
here. I would have brought my paperbacks and hard covers.”

“You buy both?”

“Anything I can get my hands on, either by
you or about you. I...I just love your mind,” she said. Her face
was not the most crimson he’d yet to see.

“I’m flattered,” he said. Closing in on her
he realized how strikingly beautiful she looked underneath the
moonlight. He touched her gingerly on the face and leaned in to
kiss her.

The kiss lasted a long time. He felt a stir
in his pants.

After it was over, “Would you like to get out
of here?” she asked.

“I thought you’d never ask.” he said. He
disengaged his arm that he had unconsciously wrapped around her
waist.

“Just follow me; I don’t live too far from
here.”

“Just don’t speed off and try to lose me,
okay,” he said.

Heather realized he was joking and began
walking towards her car, an early ninety's model Nissan. He jumped
into his rental and followed her out to the highway.

Jonathon looked into his rearview mirror and
saw that he was grinning to himself.

 


* * * * *

 


He followed the taillights of her Nissan
through several miles of heavy traffic. They were now entering a
section of the city that seemed a bit...seedy. The buildings they
passed were run down and traffic was light. On the sides of the
road Jonathon saw a few hookers and pimps dressed in their
distinctive garb. He checked his door locks.

Heather pulled up to a building that looked
like something even a slumlord would have been ashamed of owning
and parked. Jonathon followed suit. He got out and hurried to join
Heather. In the distance, sirens were piercing the night and for a
brief second Jonathon wondered whether or not he was making a
mistake.

He immediately felt a twinge of guilt. It
wasn’t so long ago that he had been living in the same conditions.
And at the time he had been chronicling the experiences of an
umbrella-wielding psycho he had been fortunate to even have a roof
over his head. It had seemed like a lifetime ago before, but now
being faced with this environment it seemed like only
yesterday.

“It’s kinda a rough neighborhood,” Heather
said as she noticed Jonathon’s eyes darting around. “It’s only
temporary.” Jonathon couldn’t quite tell if she was talking to him
or to herself.

He followed her into the building and up the
stairs in a remarkably comfortable silence.

They reached Heather’s apartment and upon
entering Jonathon was almost as nervous as Heather had seemed at
the book signing.

“Would you like something to drink?”

“Yeah. A beer if you got it,” he said.

“Sure, have a seat, I’ll be right back.”

He flopped down into a huge recliner. It
almost swallowed him up and he found it was immensely comfortable.
The day had been long and he was exhausted. He felt he could fall
into a deep sleep a chair such as this.

“Light beer okay? I haven’t had company in a
while and it’s all I drink,” she said.

“That’s fine,” he said taking the cold bottle
from her. She took a seat on the sofa and began to drain her beer.
“I like your place.”

“Thanks. They say home is where the heart is
and at least for me that’s true,” she said.

Sitting together on the sofa, each with a
fresh beer in their hand, he put his arm to her neck and gently
began stroking it with the tips of his fingers. His very touch
seemed to relax her and she dropped her head as he began to rub her
shoulders.

He looked around the place for an ashtray and
found one. “Mind if I smoke? Drinking always makes me crave a
cigarette.”

“No, please go right ahead,” she said.

He pulled a pack of Marlboros and a gold
Zippo lighter from his pocket and lit up. She got up and walked
over to the small table that held the ashtray and handed it to
him.

“I’ll be right back. Please, please don’t go
anywhere,” she said, her voice almost pleading.

“Heather, there’s no other place in the world
I’d rather be right now,” he said. He saw her cheeks brighten once
more before she turned and walked down the hallway.

Jonathon took a pull of his cigarette and
sipped his beer. He was glad he had met Heather. This sure beat the
hell out of sitting alone in his hotel room tapping away on his
laptop or watching Nick-at-Nite.

Heather seemed like a wonderful person and
she had welcomed him with open arms. And as the night progressed he
wondered if she would welcome him with spread legs as well.

“I’ve been saving this for a special
occasion,” she said as she walked into the living room. On the
coffee table in front of them she sat down a pack of Zig-Zag
rolling papers and began to unroll a sandwich baggie. The inside of
the baggie, Jonathon could see and recognized immediately, was
filled with a green leafy substance. “You do smoke it don’t you? I
read in a magazine interview you lived on it for quite a few
years.”

“Yeah, I haven’t smoked since I’ve been on
this book tour though. Too dangerous to travel with,” he said.

“Cool,” she said. Expertly, Heather began to
roll a hefty sized joint. He handed her his Zippo and they began to
toke. Jonathon could tell right away the quality of the marijuana
was superior to what he had expected.

“Darling, you’re full of surprises,” he said
when he had absorbed the smoke thoroughly.

“How about some sweet tea?” she asked.

“Huh?”

“Sweet tea is the best thing to drink when
you’re high,” she said.

“I’ve never heard that, might as well try
it.” His beer bottle has miraculously emptied and he was getting a
little dry-mouthed.

As she brought him a frosted glass of tea he
began to feel the effects of the weed. He felt cozy but
disconnected. A large smile spread across his face and he was
happy. Heather walked over to the entertainment center and put a CD
in to the player. Suddenly soft music filled the room. Jonathon
felt his body, involuntarily, respond to the rhythm.

They talked for an hour. Sometimes their
conversation was coherent, sometimes it wasn’t; they kept on
talking. Jonathon learned that she wasn’t quite able to make ends
meet as a tanning salon attendant and that her mother, God bless
her soul, sent a sizeable check every month to help out. She told
him about the way her father had treated her (coldly) after she
dropped out of college. She was an electrical engineering major,
but found it too hard and too boring. Instead of finding another
major she had tucked her tail between her legs and just quit.

Jonathon told her about how he had first
broke through the stone wall of the writing business (more luck
than anything else). How he had worked three low-paying, menial
jobs at a time just because they gave him an opportunity to write
instead of sticking to one job that would require more brainpower
and time. He told Heather he had grown up on the Mississippi Coast,
which she already knew. He did not, however, tell her the truth
about why he had left. He just told her it was in search of new
experiences to write about.

They finished two glasses of tea each and
Jonathon asked to use the little boys’ room. As he stood he found
balancing himself was a true test of skill. He made his way there
and back only with the help and support of the hallway wall.

When he returned to the living room the
lights had been lowered. A small assortment of scented candles were
lit and scattered around the room. From the sound Jonathon realized
Heather was busy in the kitchen. Settling back onto the couch he
reached for the marijuana and papers and began to roll another
joint.

She walked into the room carrying two more
glasses of sweet tea. She handed him his and took her seat beside
him. “Rollin’ another one?”

“Yep. I figured what the hell,” he said.

He lifted the glass of tea to his mouth and
drank. EEEEWW. The sweetness of the tea had dissipated; in its
absence sourness had materialized. Sourness on the verge of
bitterness. His face showed the shock.

“Oh, Jonathon I’m sorry. I put a little lemon
juice in it. I must have put too much,” she laughed.

“Shit, at least it’s wet,” he said.

Before he had a chance to ignite the joint
she reached for him. Her mouth connected to his. Slowly at first,
then more rushed, they began to explore each other’s mouths. He
tasted the sweetness of the tea within her and plunged his tongue
further in.

He began to caress her neck with his hands.
Goose pimples erupted on her arms as she surveyed his chest.
Lifting his shirt she began to rake her fingernails upwards and
downwards on his bare chest. Unbuttoning her shirt, Jonathon
reached for her breasts. She wore a lace bra and with expert and
practiced skill, he unhooked it using one hand.

He held both of her breasts with either hand
and began to rub and tease her already erect nipples. Heather began
to breathe heavily and at that moment within his hazy mind he knew
he was home free. He began to ease her back onto the couch.

She resisted.

“What’s the matter?” he asked, almost
pouting.

“In the bedroom,” she said.

The smile returned to Jonathon’s face as he
pulled her to her feet. Dizziness bombarded him as he stood
upright. He felt as if he were being rocked by ocean waves in every
direction. With some doing, he steadied himself. Unease fired in
his stomach, almost a mild nausea.

With Heather leading the way he was able to
make it to the bedroom without collapsing. Figuring the marijuana
had gotten the best of him; he accepted his condition and tried not
to let his sickness show. Heather shoved him onto the bed. The
firmness of the mattress threatened to bounce him off but before it
had the chance, Heather pounced down on of him.

She freed herself of her blouse and removed
his shirt for him as well. As Heather bent down and kissed his neck
and ears her soft dark hair covered him. The sensation was
wonderful, like hundreds of soft, fantastically soft, feathers
massaging and tickling him. He reached for her breasts and kneaded
them like a baker going after his daily work with the reverence of
one truly inspired.

His eyes began to shut automatically and he
had to fight to reopen them. His thoughts started to swirl together
until he couldn’t be sure whether he was thinking lucidly or not.
He tried to look into her face.

His eyelids shut.

He pried them open.

His eyelids shut, hard.

He used every ounce of his strength to open
them.

They slammed shut.

His eyelids parted and he was awake. He felt
her riding him. The rhythm was maddening and he gave himself to it.
Heather bent down to his face and he could smell her tantalizing
aroma mixed with sweat. Her mouth was only inches from his ear. Her
breath smelled of sweet marijuana smoke.

“I love your mind,” she whispered.

His eyes closed once again.

“I…I don’t feel so well…,” he managed.

“Shhh, now, darling. You’ll feel better in
just a minute. Much, much better.” She was grunting between words.
The rhythm of her hips like second nature.

It felt wonderful, but there was something
else, a conflicting sensation gaining in power.

The odd feeling was unlike anything Jonathon
had ever felt before. It was a queer cross between the flu and a
really audacious hangover.

But he wasn’t so far gone he didn’t realize
something was wrong. Very, very wrong. He wrote crime thrillers for
a living. And if he believed his own hype, he was very good at it.
He was well aware, the more he thought about it, that he’d been
drugged. Jonathon had no way to know what kind of drug had been
used. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that he was no
longer in control of his own body.

Cracking his eyelids required monumental
effort. Through the narrow slit, he saw Heather, a vision of erotic
beauty atop him, glowing in the ambient light. But this glimmering
goddess was no angel. But a devil. And to what end she had drugged
him, only she knew.

Jonathon had no intention of finding out.

From a well of strength he didn’t even know
existed, he found he could lift his arms. He did more than that,
though. Gripping her in the bend of her thighs and her waist, he
tossed her off his crotch. The irony of throwing a hottie like this
out of the bed was not lost on him, but the thought only survived a
moment. He had more pressing things on his mind.

Like living.

Heather fell hard on the side of the bed,
hitting the floor and rolling. She was on her feet in an instant.
The energy expended to throw her off seemed to be just all he had
in him. Jonathon tried to scramble from the bed but found moving,
even minutely, was like sloshing through heavy oil.

A mere six inches was all he’d been able to
scoop when, through the slit he managed to keep his eyes open, he
saw Heather standing over him. The soft look of adoration was gone
replaced by a much harder look. One that could only be described as
hate.

“You fucker! What’d you do that for? I was
giving you the ride of your life and you do something like that.
You’ll burn for that you bastard!” The last word was more of a
growl than actual speech.

Heather reached down, grabbed hold of his
hair with both of her hands and slung him off the bed. It was
Jonathon’s turn to hit the floor, and boy, did he hit hard.

“Mr. Big Time Writer! I bring you to my home.
You drink my beer! You smoke my weed! Even put your cock in me and
you want to throw me away like I’m a PIECE OF TRASH!” She was over
him now, his body covered by the triangle of her legs up to her
body. A foot crashed down into his ribs. His body’s movements were
sluggish and he only hung onto consciousness by a hair’s breadth,
but he could still feel. And he felt the two ribs crack as surely
as if were hooked to an X-ray machine and could see the damage
instead of merely feeling it.

“Stop. P-P-Please…” Jonathon was in bad
shape. Much worse than he’d been just seconds ago. Unknown to him,
one of the cracked ribs had punctured a lung and even as he fought
hard to stay awake and alert, his breached lung was slowly, but
most surely, filling up on him making breathing harder than he’d
ever thought possible. Every breath was a war and every gasp a
battle.

“Aww. Poor little thing. He’s sad now. Ain’t
ya?”

How the so sweet, so kind, so endearing
Heather had morphed into this demonic Lilith was beyond Jonathon.
She was no longer remotely attractive. Her eyes were crazed,
bloodshot. Her muscles tensed, muscles he hadn’t even noticed
before. Her lips curled around teeth that were too sharp, too
white.

“I just wanted to talk, book boy.” She bent
closer to him. “Just you. Just me. Is that so much to ask.
Apparently it was. Should have sent along a picture of my tits or
how about my bare ass! Yeah, that’d probably done it huh?”

“What do you mean? I-I- don’t…” but he
couldn’t say anymore. The little air left in his lungs was too
precious.

“I wrote you, Jonathon Harper. Seven times, I
wrote you. The P.O. Box number in the back of all your books. You
know the part, ‘All correspondence should be addressed to
yada-yada-yada. Seven times. All I wanted was a little note.
A little something. I gave you my email, my cell number, my home
phone, my address. I gave you everything. And what did
I get in return. An empty mail box. That’s what. You
conceited fucker.”

“I didn’t,” he started. He struggled for air.
“I had no way to—” Another foot crashed down. This one to his
testicles and it smashed them almost to jelly.

“But you had a way to know how to get in my
panties didn’t you. Oh, yeah, men always know that.”

“But, what about when the morning comes?
You’d have grabbed your pants off the floor, threw your clothes on
and been gone. Another city, another signing. Another quick piece
of ass.”

And then suddenly, the hate was gone from her
face. As suddenly as the adoration had melted away and anger had
risen, so too did her rage fade out. Replaced by, replaced by
sadness.

“I loved you. Truly and deeply. Irrevocably.
I loved the stories you told, the images you let me glimpse, and
the people you introduced me to. I loved you more than I have ever
loved anyone. And your mind, I loved it more than all the rest,
because it is you.”

There was no more air in his lungs to plead
his case. He was hearing this she-beast, but the words were
sounding funny now, the sound of her voice like they traveled a
long, long tunnel. Jonathon realized that he was fading. His
life-force dimming with each tick of the clock. And for what? For
not answering a fan letter. Or, what’d she say, seven, fan
letters?

It was crazy, it was pure lunacy. It was like
something you’d read about, or something he’d write about.
It was happening, though. No denying that. It was happening here
and now and to him.

“P-P-P…” he tried, but the plea just couldn’t
escape.

“How the mighty have fallen. Bet you wish
you’d been a little better about returning correspondence, eh,
book-boy?”

Jonathon feebly raised an arm. It made it
half way up, straightening at the elbow when Heather spoke again.
“But now you are mine.”

 


* * * * *

 


The very next morning...

Heather awoke to bright mid-morning beams of
light cutting between her bedroom blinds. Although, her body was
tired and sore she rose from the bed. Jonathon’s scent still
lingered.

Cutting a glance to the bedside clock, she
realized she was late for work. With a yawn and a stretch she stood
and began to ready herself for work.

Heather forewent the shower, having cleansed
herself thoroughly last night—almost scrubbing the skin off her
body, actually. She dressed in khaki pants and a light blue pull
over blouse.

She walked into the kitchen where the
automatic coffee maker had brewed a pot hours earlier. She poured
herself half a cup and walked to the refrigerator.

She opened the freezer compartment and
smiled. Sitting amidst her frozen waffles, a partially consumed
gallon of strawberry ice cream, and ice cube trays was a clear
glass container housing Jonathon Harp’s brain within formaldehyde.
Heather had told a little white lie to her favorite writer. She had
not studied electrical engineering during her college days, but
chemical engineering. Feeling a lie was necessary, she thought of
the electrical part. After all, she didn’t want Jonathon wondering
about what she’d put in his drink until it was too late, now did
she?

She touched the container and closed her
eyes. “I told you, Jonathon, I love your mind. And now it’s
mine…forever,” Heather said in barely a whisper.

She closed the freezer door and picked up her
coffee and went to work.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Groan of Tedium

By Sal Cipriano

 


 


It’s my birthday. I should be excited, right?
Or at least, like…happy? But no, I’m far from it. Instead, there’s
that same old feeling, the groan of tedium as I affectionately call
it. It’s that feeling of the same old same old, the bullshit grind
that’s swallowed my life whole. Naturally, I’m too weak to pull
away from it. Perfect. Well, for me at least.

“Vinny! Get back in here, smoke break’s
over!” Thank you, you fuck. And just like that my heart sinks
further south.

Jimmy, my boss here at Cotton Glass Funeral
Home, likes nothing more than stamping out any fleeting moments of
pleasure that I may get. In this case: a couple of drags from a
Lucky Strike.

“I’m done! I’m coming! Sorry!” I say, but not
meaning it. I’m sorry my ass, is more like it.

“Yeah, sure you are, but I don’t wanna hear
it, just get Chapel 2 cleaned up, then come on up to my office. I
got something else for you.” The Fucker is ready to ruin another
birthday.

“Wait…what?! Jimmy! It’s my birthday! Lisa’s
meeting me in like 30 minutes! You know this!” Because that’ll get
me anywhere.

“Hey that’s not my problem, so stop your
whining. She can wait in my office.” Well a fuck you, too,
then.

Twenty minutes later and Chapel 2 is cleaned
up. There was a hell of a lot of tissues used tonight. You can
always judge a person’s worth to society by the amount of tissues
used at their funeral. Mrs. Margaret Fesko had to up there. A shit
ton of tissues, everywhere you can imagine. A mess, but an
honorable one.

Five minutes of scrubbing possible mucus
matter off my hands does the trick afterwards, and I’m up to talk
to Jimmy Vivona, the aforementioned fuck of a manager. He’s a
slimy, creepy, real disgusting snake of a man in every way
imaginable. He’s a coward, too. I see him on the phone trying to
conduct whatever shady deal he may be in on, and sweating each and
every time. Loser.

Up in his office, I’m usually comfortable.
After all, I take mighty nice naps on his cushy couch just about
every day. Another one of those fleeting moments of daily pleasure
I get. Tonight, though, it’s not comfortable up here at all. I
hadn’t noticed earlier, but Jimmy is in sweaty mode, and the
terrible feeling that he’s about to involve me in something stupid,
AKA dangerous, sets in.

“I’m gonna lay it right on ya, Vinny…” Of
Course. “…and I’m really…ah hum…sorry to do this to you…” Wait for
it. “…but I need you accept a shipment tonight.” Bingo! Cue Stupid
Dangerous Shit.

“A shipment? Tonight? Who brings shipments
after hours?” Dumb question, of course, but in incredulous moments
like this, I need to be somewhat humored.

“Do I haveta answer that? I know you know
things, Vinny, but you’re a good kid. I know you know how to keep
that trap of yours shut. And I know you’re loyal, am I right?”

Fucker is right. I’m loyal to a fault, hence
why I’m usually too weak to change anything bad in my life. Who
ever thought loyalty and weakness went hand in hand? Thanks, Dad.
The man instilled those two attributes firmly within me with a
variety of tactics that pushed my fragile young spirit to its very
limits. He would regularly beat on Mom and Natalie, and make me
watch, and then tell me things like how guys don’t tell on guys,
dad’s your best friend, your general, etc. I never squealed on him,
cause…well…he’s my dad, my best friend, my general. And I’m a good
kid, a loyal soldier. Yeah, it’s messed up.

“Yeah, Jimmy. This gonna get me in trouble in
any way?” Why. Do. I. Bother?

“No, no, of course not. These guys are pros.
In and out. They drop it off. You’re outta here.” Against better
judgment, I almost believe him. I should just refuse. Better yet,
Quit!

“What time should I expect them?” Ugh. How
about, ‘why don’t you wait for you’re
f’n shipment?!’

“A little after 11PM.” Damn it!

“I can’t believe this! Lisa’s going to
strangle me!” No, seriously.

“Relax, I’ll buy you both a nice dinner
tomorrow night. Alright?” Yeah. Happy birthday to me.

Lisa soon arrives to her disappointment.
She’s dealt with a lot of bullshit from me, and I feel bad, but
this is who I am. She lays it on me real good. I deserve it.

“You can’t keep saying yes to him, Vinny!
He’s a horrible person who doesn’t care about you or anyone! You
don’t owe him anything! This is killing you! Us even…” And that
hurts most of all, but I kind of expected it. I do my best to try
to make it right.

“I’m sorry, Li, really. Look, he said he’ll
buy us a nice dinner tomorrow night. Alright?” Ugh. Now I’m quoting
the guy; real classy, Vin.

“It’s not alright. Have a happy birthday,
Vincent” Ouch. Vincent. And just like that she’s gone. I don’t
blame her. What have I done to keep her here anyway? The bell
rings, though, and my heart jumps up to my mouth. Well, I guess
I’ve done enough to keep her coming back.

Or not…

“You Vincent?” Oh fuck, the delivery is here,
early. Good, but bad because I’m just not ready for these guys
yet.

“Uh…yeah…delivery right?” I say to this
enormous man mountain. The tracksuit says mob, but something about
his face doesn’t scream it.

“S’right. You wanna come out an’ gimme a
hand?” Of course I do, there’s no way I’d say no to you, big man.
Holy crap he’s huge! We head outside to an old 80’s Lincoln, dirty
grey, an ugly boat of a car with plenty of trunk space. Not
good.

Another man gets out of the Lincoln. Small
and scrawny looking, walking like he’s got a stick up his ass. His
little mustache makes him feel bigger than he is; yes, I can sense
that…

“Hey, Fucko, hope you got lotsa paper towels
in there. This shit’s a mess.” See?

The trunk opens and it’s beyond a mess. Mess
is my kitchen sink after a week. There’s blood and flesh wads
everywhere. I love blood and gore in the movies as much as the next
guy, but this is out of control for real. It just looks like a
butcher’s table in there. I’m too shocked to be grossed out, and
with Emilio, the little one, barking and cursing we just get to
it.

Me and the big guy, Angelo, do all the dirty
work. The two bodies are wrapped in soaked through cloths, and not
very well. I’m nervous as hell that someone will see us since we’re
going in through the only way in or out, the front door…

See, Cotton Glass is a small, old time
parlor, and when this whole block was built, they failed to build
an outlet to it. The tiny backyards of the attached storefronts
just lead to the backs of the next block’s storefronts. There’s no
real way out of any of these places except the front door. The fire
department once tried to shut down every business here, but this
whole area is owned by the mob, so that’s that. Luckily, all seems
dead out, pun intended.

Me and Angelo bring in the first body, and
head for the stairs that goes down to our cooler. Halfway down, the
body’s guts spill out onto the stairs, and the big man slips and
drops onto his ass. I laugh for a second, before I realize he’s let
go of the body and as I grab hold of it tight, indescribable gore
splashes onto my face. I hurl right there on the stairs and body.
Angelo starts laughing, and after a second, I join him in the
ridiculousness of the situation.

We get the second body down with less
fanfare. I’m sweating, and pissed that Emilio just smoked a cigar
and talked on his cell the whole time. When we’re done he tosses
his phone into the Lincoln, and leads me back into Cotton Glass. I
get the urge the shove my foot up his ass, but resist. I think
Angelo can tell. He smiles. We’re getting engaged after the job;
after all, it looks like I’m on the market again.

“You did good, kid. Jimmy told us as much;
good to see the Finoch was right for once. So, listen, we’re gonna
need you to hold the merchandise for just a coupla hours. We’ve
arranged a final resting place, and we just need to make sure
everythins’ in order. Ya got it?” No, no, NO!

“Are you saying you want me to stay here till
you get back, cause Jimmy didn’t…”

“Jimmy’s a moron, fuck that guy.” You’re no
better, that’s for sure.

“That’s the job, kid. You baby sit for a
coupla hours, you get something’ extra, sound good?” My birthday’s
ruined already, why not…

WHY NOT?!

And just like that, they’re gone, too.
There’s a lot of strange symmetry to this night, but I try not to
think about it. I mean, what good would that do? All I do think of
is how I’m glad Lisa left. I don’t know how I would explain this. I
go back inside, and begin to clean up the mess, which might take me
right to the point where Heckel and Jeckel return.

I start by mopping the stairs, as it’s the
quickest way to some sort of normalcy. The carpet in the lobby is
more worrisome. Jimmy’s going to murder me, but that might be a far
better fate than whatever I might expect if I get caught in all of
this. I stop thinking about it, and just lose myself in my work.
I’m in some sort of crazy zone brought upon by ridiculous panic. It
makes the mopping goes quick. It’s absolutely shining within a half
hour, and I’m proud of myself. I turn my attention to the carpet. I
get out the cleaning fluid and wet-vac when the bell snaps me out
of it, and into a real panic.

They can’t be back this early, can they?

I grab one of Jimmy’s spare sport coats that
he keeps on the rack in the lobby and toss it on to hide the fact
that I’m covered in blood. Hopefully it really is them, because
this jacket isn’t much of a cover. Getting these bodies out of here
early would be nice. I may just hit McKee’s for the rest of the
night and drown myself in some birthday whiskey. The idea brings a
smile to my face.

It’s not them, though. I don’t know who these
folks are. I open the door for a bald, muscular looking, well
groomed, man in a suit who wears his sunglasses at night, and a
little, and I mean real little, veiled old lady in black. Could
they be very late comers to tonight’s wake? I don’t know, but I get
the instant chills when the lady starts speaking...

“Voglio vidiri e’ figli mia,” Sicilian. I
know it well being half myself. She wants to see her boys. This
can’t be good, but before I can even contemplate, the man follows
up.

“The Lady wants to see her sons. You will
make this happen.”

“I’m sorry, but the only viewing right now is
for a Mrs. Margaret Fesko. You must have the wrong place.” At least
that’s what I hope. The two bodies I’m cleaning up after were both
males…

The man easily pushes me aside as he lets the
old woman in. I can’t even talk, and don’t know what I’d even say
at this point. Luckily, the man does all the talking. I’m more than
happy to just listen and get this night over with. The request is
simple enough, too. Take the lady downstairs to see the bodies. Not
much more is said, but from what I gather these dudes were her
sons. I’m curious, but I know when to keep my mouth shut. I lead
them downstairs, but the man asks for some privacy. Sure. I spot
the old lady pulling out some Rosary beads as I sit on my newly
mopped stairs. I begin counting the minutes down while admiring the
shine coming off the metal edges of the steps.

To my surprise, they’re done quick; couldn’t
have been more than six or seven minutes, tops. I take them back up
the stairs, where the man gives me a generous tip and thanks me for
my accommodating nature. They quietly leave. That was strange, but
easy enough, and for some reason I actually feel good about it,
too.

I wet-vac the carpet, and finally get myself
cleaned up. I’m tired, and Angelo and Emilio seem to be running
late. I’m on Jimmy’s cushy couch for about 2 minutes, with my eyes
starting to close, when a honking horn almost knocks me to the
floor. It’s 2am, who the fuck honks like that?!

The answer both surprises me and doesn’t all
at the same time. I open the door to see three of my buddies, all
of whom seem rather drunk.

“Heh, hey! Look, what the cat dragged out!”
says Matt, my sometimes-best friend. Sometimes because he often
does stupid shit at the wrong times, like screaming and honking at
2am! The other two, John and Tim, back-up Matt with their own
relentless hollering. Don’t get me wrong, I love these guys, but
tonight is a bit different. Tonight I’m severely not in the
mood.

It almost doesn’t matter though as the
biggest surprise waits till I get outside.

“HAPPY BIRTHDAY, HONEY!” And just like that
Lisa has brightened my miserable night, and salvaged my last
glimmer of faith in people. She’s holding a cake, red velvet (my
favorite), with lit candles that are just lighting up her face
perfectly. A genuine smile breaks out on my face.

We all go inside and enjoy it with the wine
that John gave me as a gift washing it down nicely. Jimmy’s office
subs for any local bar we may’ve hit tonight. As long as I have my
girl, and few good friends I feel completely comfortable right
here. It’s all going smoothly until Matt says something terribly,
ridiculously, horribly wrong…

“So I heard the stiff’s a hottie…mind if I
have a peak?” See? Sometimes-Best Friend! Sometimes!

“Dude, what the fuck?” Is all I can get out
before he runs off, tongue flapping to the side like a kid at a
carnival or a friggin’ maniac. I chase him downstairs and tackle
him tight end style! We wrestle around violently for a bit as John
and Matt cheer us on. I hadn’t had this much fun in awhile, so of
course…

“The fuck is this?!” I must’ve left the door
unlocked, and Emilio and Angelo are back. Emilio has his gun out,
not pointing it at anyone, but more of a show of his unhappiness.
Angelo is chowing down on what looks like some sort of chicken
cutlet sandwich; looks good actually.

“Uh…hi, guys, these are my friends.” Is all I
can blurt out as I get to my feet. Anything good about the last 35
minutes or so has gone out the window. Worse off, I’ve gotten my
pals involved. I’m hoping Lisa hears this and stays upstairs; maybe
calls the cops, although who knows if that’s even a good idea.
Right and wrong are sorta blurry at this moment.

“I don’t give a rat‘s ass! Are you outta
you’re fuckin’ gourd? We got business to attend to, and this is how
you fuckin‘ treat it?! I oughta plug you all right now, and get it
the frig over with!”

Matt tries to intercede, “Hey…hey, I’m sure
there’s some sort of misunderstanding here. Right, Vin?” but
Angelo’s imposing figure bumps Matt back and shuts him up. Some of
the sandwich falls apart and lands on the big man’s shirt. This
whole scene almost amuses me…I’ll laugh later.

I’d imagine the guys are shitting their pants
right now, I can’t even face them. I should’ve said something,
protected them, something. I got too wrapped up in the moment. What
they did for me tonight…this is how you repay them, huh, Vin?

“Alla you, downstairs, now!” Emilio isn’t
happy. I try to get something out, anything to ease this, but
before I know it I’m on the floor and my cheek is stinging badly.
Everything is spinning, and as I try to get my bearings, I just yak
all over the freshly cleaned carpet. John and Matt get me up to my
feet as Emilio yells something that’s incomprehensible at the
moment.

As we go downstairs, I replay what just
happened, and I believe little Emilio gave me one giant pistol whip
across my face. I feel somewhat embarrassed. I’m also pissed that I
have to wet-vac the damn carpet again!

Down in the cooler, Angelo, sandwich finally
finished, mayo globbed onto his shirt, pushes us towards the back
end of the room. My mind is swirling at this point, trying to
figure a way out of this. Maybe they’ll just let us go, but I just
look at the two dead guys under the sheets and it tells me that’s
unlikely. My eyes deceive me, though, as I could’ve sworn that I
saw some sort of movement under there. I dismiss it as an optical
illusion brought on by the pistol whipping.

“You put us in a real stupid position,
Vincent. This coulda went down simple, now it’s gonna be anything’
but that. Understan’? I gotta think, but while I do that, I want
you mooks to grab these stiffs and take ‘em to the car. Let’s go,
move!”

We don’t hesitate to do what Emilio says.
Matt and I grab the one closest to us, I mouth “I’m sorry” to him,
but he refuses to give me any sort of response. John and Tim try to
grab hold of the other one, but they’re having a difficult time.
The body drops to the floor with a disgusting wet thud that
splatters blood in every direction. Tim is clearly freaked out.

“Whoa…dudes, I think this one’s still alive!
Totally moved on me!” Huh, that wasn’t the body that I thought saw
move. If this isn’t an optical illusion, then what the heck…?

Just as I think that, Matt howls in pain
behind me. I turn to face him, and the sight makes me drop my end,
the feet, down to the ground. The head is biting Matt’s arm through
the linens it’s wrapped in! I clearly see teeth ripping into Matt’s
flesh!

Everyone’s frozen but me. I jump up and kick
down onto the head. Holy crap…the force rips a piece of Matt’s
forearm muscle right off! No time to contemplate though as I stomp
the head down into the ground with a sick crunch. Now everyone’s
stirring.

John and Tim grab hold of Matt, who looks
like he’s going to pass out from the pain. Angelo and Emilio push
past me and start firing down at the body. The noise from the
discharges within the insulated cooler are deafening; the rest of
us all cup our ears as tight as possible.

They stop and we all gather around the
smoking body, a huge moat of blood forming around it. We all give
each other confused/worried looks. Matt is holding his arm close to
his body; his shirt pulled up around it and already soaked in
blood. He looks sweaty and pale, but before I get ask him anything
there’s a tree chopping sound and blood and flesh and track suit
flies past Emilio, and smacks into me and John!

Angelo looks down at his chest where a hand
is holding out his still beating heart! The hand retracts, and
Angelo’s eyes roll up into his head. He drops like a building
collapse, and in his place is the other body, clearly dead, but yet
still standing there. Clear because he’s wearing a tattered suit
filled with bullet holes, but more obvious because half his head is
gone!

“YOU FUCK!!!” And with that Emilio unloads
the rest of his gun. The body goes flying over the table it was
laying on, and hits the floor on the other side. Cursing, he
reloads the gun, and begins to walk over towards the body. I motion
for Tim to help me with Matt, but Emilio turns and stops us.

“Where the fuck you think you’re going!?” The
question is almost as unbelievable as this situation. The dead guy
that bit Matt starts to get up though, stopping Emilio from caring.
He almost barrels us over as he jets up the stairs before us!

With our cover gone, I pass Matt over to
John, and urge him and Tim to get our injured and faint friend
upstairs. I then run towards the half-headed dead goomba, I assume
these guys were also mafia, and give him the worst looking one
legged drop kick ever attempted! It works, though, as the body goes
crashing back into the wall and falls forward, tripping in its
wrappings, and falling flat on his face.

The other dead goomba, the one that Emilio
shot to shit, is getting back up. I haveta get up those stairs now!
Easier said, though, as I slip in Angelo’s blood and crash down
hard on my back. I can’t move. My back feels like it’s given out on
me. This happens often, but what a horrid time! The dead man has
lumbered over and stands over me, it doesn’t look happy. I start
thinking of Lisa, when I see a bat smashing the zombie, I believe I
can fairly call them that now, in the face the force caving its
nose in, and sending it over a moving cabinet of mortician’s
equipment! The cabinet goes down with the zombie emptying a variety
of sharp objects onto it.

My savior is the girl I was thinking of. Lisa
drops the bat, and grabs hold of me.

“Is this the right time for a knap, hun?” Can
you see why I love this girl?

She helps me up, turns me around, wraps her
arms around me, and cracks my back as she always does. No wasted
motions with her. No questions about what the heck is happening
neither. Still shaky, I put my arm over her shoulder and get out of
there. She mentions something about a problem upstairs, but I only
half pay attention.

Once we get upstairs, I easily see what she’s
talking about, although I’m not as quick to understand. Emilio has
a chair in hand, and the front glass door has been broken. Upon
seeing me, Emilio tosses the chair down, and grabs me by the collar
and pulls me to the door. He’s in a bewildered state, and I can see
why…

There’s a fucking brick wall where the front
exit used to be!

“What the fuck…”…doesn’t even begin to convey
what I’m thinking.

I’m entranced by the sudden wall, but a
quick, hard backhand by a livid Emilio snaps me back.

“What the fuck is right!!! I’m gonna kill all
you little fucks for what you did to Angelo!” but in that instant,
an enraged Lisa jumps on Emilio‘s back! Both fall to the floor, and
the gun glides away and under a China closet! John and I help pin
the weasely, squirming mobster down, while Tim goes for the
gun.

“You prick! This isn’t our fault, and right
now we all have to figure out how to get out of this shit
together!” I scream out to the foaming-at-the-mouth little fuck. I
feel like there’s some sort of reluctant recognition of what I’m
saying in his eyes.

“Plus we got your gun, dude!” Tim adds in as
he stands with the gun in hand.

To our horror, it’s the last thing Tim will
ever say. The zombies have made it upstairs. Halfa-Head chomps down
hard on Tim’s neck, and violently rips his head right off!

Everyone screams, panic floods me, one of my
best friends is dead…I grab hold of Lisa’s hand and make a dash for
the stairs to Jimmy’s office. I catch Emilio running off into one
of the chapels. John, closest of us to Tim, grabs the gun off the
floor. He’s dangerously close to the zombies, who seem slow to move
till they come near you, then it seems like their reflexes
accelerate, but he manages to fire a couple of rounds into the
zombie with the protruding instruments. I see that one goes down,
and I yell for John to follow us, but he’s not listening; a
bloodlust has surely come over him.

We turn to go up the stairs, and we find Matt
lying by the stairs, passed out. We grab hold, and lift him up the
stairs; thankfully Matt is one of the smallest guys I know!

We lay him down on my favorite couch, where I
know he’ll be ok; I’m momentarily jealous. There’s more gunfire
from downstairs. Lisa runs into the bathroom to grab the first aid
kit, while I break Jimmy’s firebox and grab the ax. A different
kind of adrenalin washes over me, it’s of the “I’ve watched one too
many movies” variety. I take a few quick deep breaths, give Lisa a
big kiss, tell her to call the cops, and run back downstairs. I
momentarily wonder if Lisa knows anything about the brick wall, but
I file it for later and brace myself for the worst…

John has emptied the gun into the zombies;
the smoking barrel outstretched towards the corpses that refuse to
stay down.

“Headshots aren’t keeping these guys down,
Vin, and this piece is done,” says John without looking at me, his
gaze focused on the rising dead men. I step forward with my ax
ready to chop these fuckers into cold cuts.

John finally looks at me, then at the ax.
“Huh, that might work.”

Before Halfa-Head is completely up, I swing
the ax and try to lop off the rest of its head. I catch it at about
the jaw joint though, and halfway through the ax gets stuck!
Instrumental, the other zombie, grabs hold of the ax handle, maybe
trying to help his brother, and that thought hits me hard. These
guys are brothers. I let go of the ax as John smashes a chair over
the Instrumental’s head. The force of the chair-shot finishes the
job, turning Halfa-Head into No-Head!

To our mutual dismay, the fuck is still
coming. The old lady flashes before my eyes. She did something,
placed a curse or something. An old Sicilian curse maybe. I
remember my grandparents talking about such things in the old days.
This is what I think about.

There’s a scream from Chapel 1. Emilio. Part
of me doesn’t care, but if this is a curse, then it’s Emilio that
these guys want, not us.

Well, possibly me for my involvement, who
knows.

“Come on!” I yell, partially to John,
partially to the zombies, as we bound into Chapel 1. I can imagine
what’s happening. There’s an airshaft that leads to the backyard
here, behind the altar area, it’s the only way to get out there
since Jimmy had our backyard door replaced with a wall. The asshole
didn’t want to promote visitors going out there. More symmetry, I
know. Anyway, it’s not easy to go through there, believe me I’ve
tried, and I’m pretty sure Emilio is stuck in there.

As we move around the altar, I see that the
casket has been toppled over, and Mrs. Fesko’s body is gone. I gulp
as Emilio is indeed stuck; only his lower half can be seen sticking
out of the shaft…

“HELP!!! YAAAH!!! HRRLLP!!!

…but the now the zombified woman is feasting
on his rear-end! For some reason, after all we’ve seen already,
this makes John instantly vomit. I guess literally eating someone’s
ass is way grosser than expected for him!

Mrs. Fesko turns to us, distracted by the
hurling. We give each other a look that means ‘time to go!’, but
the zombie brothers have entered the room. We grab a couple of
folding chairs and toss them their way. John’s is a direct hit,
mine isn’t.

“If we can get them behind us, we can lock
‘em in here!” I think out loud, not trying to wonder if the zombies
can understand me at all. Meanwhile, she-zombie is closing in
behind us. John picks up another chair and backs her up, giving one
final push into Emilio’s flailing bloody legs.

Grabbing a couple more chairs we make our
move. We split up, each of us going around either side of the
brothers. This works better than expected, as neither of us even
have to swing our chairs. We simply go around them and get out into
the lobby. I quickly close the chapel doors, locking them in. They
seemed to be going towards Emilio anyway, not even looking at us as
we ran out. Maybe the curse really has marked him.

“Disgratziata…” …we hear the doomed mobster
cry. I almost feel bad. Almost.

We then turn around and there's a new zombie
right in front of us! Angelo has risen from the dead, giant gaping
hole in his chest and everything! His mouth is gaping as well, as
it looks like that chicken cutlet sandwich wasn't enough for him,
and we're next! How we didn't see him I don't know…

Our moment of hesitation is all Dead Angelo
needs to grab both of our throats. As the air rushes out of me all
I can see is the big man's hole, and I think of how Halfa-Head put
his hand through it. I start blacking out, thinking of Lisa as I
do, but then...

Angelo lets go. Everything is blurry. I sort
of see John holding his throat, struggling to breathe. Something is
happening above me, I try to focus, but everything is spinning.
Angelo goes down with a massive thump; someone is on top of him. Oh
my God…Lisa?!

No, Lisa is now next to me, getting me to my
feet. I feel John clinging to me as well. We help him up, and then
all stare dumbfounded at the struggle going on in front of us.

It's Tim's body, what's left of it at least,
fighting off Angelo. The curse has brought him back, too, but
apparently nothing will stop him from being our friend.

Lisa snaps us back to reality, “We have to
get back upstairs!” She's right. That's the best place to either
try to get out of here or make our last stand. I follow Lisa to the
stairs. John is still staring; Tim was his best friend after all. I
wait to make sure he doesn't do anything stupid. He doesn't, and we
both get upstairs, and lock the door.

Matt lying face down on the floor is about
the last thing I wanted to see right now. I pray he’s not dead. Ok,
he’s not, but he’s delirious, burning up with fever. The thought
that he might turn into one of those things crosses my mind, but I
focus on getting him back on the couch.

John grabs the phone, but the line is dead.
Of course. Lisa says her cell isn’t getting a signal. None of ours
are. It doesn’t surprise me, though, I mean, the dead have friggin’
risen, nothing surprises me!

John puts forth the theory that it’s the end
of the world; he’s getting hysterical. I calm him down, and tell
them about the old lady and the curse I’ve convinced myself this
is. It makes perfect sense to me, if only this made any sense at
all!

We hear rustling on the stairs, and time is
shortening. I wanted to ask Lisa about the wall, but who cares at
this point. All we care about is survival. I suggest that slowing
them down may be a good idea. I’m honestly not sure what a good
idea is at this point either, but they think it sounds good.

We grab some chairs, open the door, and see
the brothers zombie and Mrs. Fesko halfway up the stairs. I imagine
Angelo and Tim locked in immortal battle elsewhere.

I fire my chair down hard at the first
brother, hitting him square in the chest. The force drops him back
onto his brethren, sending them all down at very awkward angles;
crunching bone and rending flesh. They automatically start getting
up, though. John tosses his chair, nailing the lady in head, the
force snaps her head back, clearly cracking her thin neck. The
gruesomeness of tonight’s event is definitely lost on all of us by
now.

We grab whatever’s not nailed down, and throw
them down at our antagonists. It’s a mess down there, and for a
moment, I wonder how I’m going to clean it all, but only for a
moment.

And as I toss down a file cabinet with all my
might, I shout, “Fuck it, I quit!” surprising both John and Lisa.
While John is confused, Lisa gets it right away, and plants a huge
kiss on me. I take it all in, and give it right back.

It may be the last fleeting moment of
happiness I ever have.

We’re out of furniture to toss and the
fuckers are still coming.

John suggests we try to make a jump for it.
We’re a couple of floors up, but the considering the alternative
I’ll take my chances with the concrete. Lisa agrees, but there’s
one problem:

Matt.

He’s out cold, and not waking. Again I fight
the urge of thinking of him turning into one of those things. We’d
have to toss him down, but he may die in doing so.

“It’s too risky. You guys have haveta go
without me, get help.

I’ll fend ‘em off as long as I can.” Lisa is
not going to let me do it. She’s staying with me, urging John to go
instead. John is losing it, and clearly uncomfortable with this
decision. He wants to go, sure, get the heck out of here, but he’d
rather stay and give his friends a chance. He also knows I won’t
leave Matt. It’s a dilemma for all three of us, but soon just for
two.

From behind, No-Head grabs hold of John! I
can’t believe we let it get up here that fast! Time is melting
away, John is going to get squeezed to a pulp, and I’m frozen. John
kicks back with all his might, and manages to get the zombie off of
him for a second. The other zombies join the first at the top of
the stairway, and John gives us a half-crazed look.

“Good luck!” And just like that, he bum
rushes them back down the stairs. The sound of the four of them
fumbling down the stairs is deafening. I run over and look for a
second to see John fruitlessly fighting for his life at the bottom.
It doesn’t look good. He looks up at me.

“Go, you asshole, go!”

I run back over to Lisa who’s struggling to
get Matt over to the window. I grab hold of his other hand, and
suddenly he grips back, and pulls me tight to him. At first, I
think he’s been zombified, and I gasp, but he hasn’t…

“This…place got gas…right?” He pulls out a
lighter, and I think I know what he’s getting at. My heart
sinks.

“Pull me to…pull me to a pipe, Vin. I don’t
have much time.” He doesn’t, that much I’ve figured, but what if we
can save him?

I look him in the eye, and I know I’m not
going to have any choice in the matter. Lisa helps me get Matt up
and over to the gas pipe that runs from the basement, through our
small kitchen area in the rear of Cotton Glass, and up through
Jimmy’s office to the roof.

“Now…how about getting me a drink?” I oblige
with the wine that my all but departed friends had brought me. I’m
glad I will have that memory to think back on, if I can get out of
here myself.

Matt chugs down the last of the wine, and
then quickly smashes the bottle against the valve head jutting out
of the pipe on the floorboard. The cap pops off and a stream of gas
whistles out. Matt looks at his lighter and smiles at me. Lisa hugs
him tightly, and then I follow.

Lisa and I get back to the window. We open up
the double windows and stare down. It’s about two stories down.
Some broken bones, or worse are on the menu, but it’s better than
getting eaten alive.

“I want you to know that no matter what
happens to us now, it doesn’t matter. You’ve more than made up for
everything, Vinny. You stepped up when it counted. I love you.”

“I hate to shatter the moment, but ahem…”
Matt thumbs back to the stairwell where the zombies have made their
way up.

I nod, grab hold of Lisa by the waist, and
jump! I imagine Matt saying something witty as I do, and his gas
explosion rockets us all the way past the sidewalk, and to a park
car where we smash down onto its hood!

Everything is swirling blue and purple. I
can’t focus, the wind’s been knocked out of me, my back is burning,
my thigh going numb. I feel something soft on my lips, and I focus
on that. My vision slowly returns. Lisa is crying, but suddenly
starts laughing.

I painfully sit up, Lisa looks OK, she
confirms that. The hood had give the concrete wouldn’t have. I
cough up blood and phlegm. The block is stirring, lights are coming
on, windows are opening. Smoke is swirling out of the second floor
of Cotton Glass; fire can be seen behind it.

“Holy crap! Jesus! What the fuck happened
here?! What did you do, you friggin’ piece of shit!” No. No. NO!
The last thing I need is to hear it from Jimmy after all we’ve been
through. I don’t even know where he came from, the fuck!

I stand up, physically shaky but confidently
pissed. Jimmy is fuming, too, foaming at the mouth, snotting at the
nose as he continues his barking. I clench my fist so hard, I’m
sure my nails have drawn blood.

I grab him by the shirt, and his demeanor
changes completely. The smell of shit momentarily rises up to me. I
rear back, but there’s a whoosh, and Jimmy is ripped away from me
with a horrid crunching sound, which is followed by me and Lisa
being covered in blood and gore. Again.

I look down to see a flaming mass of flesh. I
make out one of the zombies. Neither is stirring. Lisa grabs my
hand.

We turn as a black limo pulls up. The back
window slides down, and the old Sicilian woman pulls up her dark
veil within. She does the sign of the cross, and the limo pulls
away. We walk to the middle of the street and watch it turn the
next corner. Jimmy was the last part of the curse. Makes sense
somehow.

I yawn, a groan really, but for once it’s
most certainly not out of tedium.
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The Doom that came to Black Water

By Desmond Reddick

 


 


The way the dust kicked across that
landscape, you’d think he materialized outta thin air. He came with
the storm that night. He came on a horse black as sin.

Which is funny, him bein’ a preacher man an’
all. We were drinkin’ the night away. Wasn’t much else to do in
late summer what with the crops gone and the days being so long and
hot. It was still bright out when he came to town and the sky was
beginnin’ to go all shades of pink.

Now, Black Water ain’t always a quiet place.
In fact, it’s quite the opposite. But that night things were quiet.
Just the usual ruckus, but nothin’ outta the ordinary. A coupl’a
shitheels started making trouble and some of my boys took ‘em out
back and kicked the shit outta their heels before anything got too
messed up.

I liked an orderly town. Took me months to
get it that way once I became sheriff. Winston Pratt was sheriff
‘fore me and he’d grown fat and tired. Too tired to deal with the
swindlers and mercenaries runnin’ rampant in the shit-hole Black
Water had become. When it came time for me to have the badge, I
showed ‘em no mercy. They could leave or they could kill me and
stay. Needless to say, I don’t die easy. In fact, I got away
scot-free ‘cept for a bullet that tore through my knee. Hurt like
the devil at the time, but lately it only aches a bit in bad
weather like that night.

I was puttin’ back two fingers of bourbon
when that negro boy came in. If you thought things were quiet
before. You could’a heard a pin drop once he walked through the
door. No one said nothin’ probably ‘cuz no one knew what to say. It
was quite an audacious move if I do say so myself. I liked
that.

He stood there behind me for what must have
felt like hours for the poor boy. Now, I never associated with
negroes but I didn’t necessarily dislike ‘em. I don’t really care
either way. Most of ‘em stay as far away from troublemaking as
possible. This kid took care ‘a half the town’s horses an’ never
ran afoul ‘a me. Judging by the fact that there were as many eyes
on me as there were on him, I gathered that everyone was waitin’ to
see what I was gonna do.

I turned around on my stool and that boy
couldn’t’a been wringing that hat of his any harder between his
calloused hands than he was right then. I smiled a toothy,
dangerous smile. I suppose I liked makin’ people nervous.

“What are you doin’ in here, boy?” I
bellowed to him.

“Shu-shu-Sheriff Muh-Mason, suh. Yuh-yuh-yuh
– “

“Spit it out, nigger. I ain’t got all night”
He was startin’ to piss me off. I had some drinkin’ to do and this
stable hand was takin’ me away from that. Worse yet, he was makin’
me look bad.

Rawls, my deputy, started to move in behind
him but I shot him a glance that told him I could take care of
myself and the stutterin’ negro gathered his wits. Rawls was the
first person I brought into town after I became sheriff. I worked
with him an’ his daddy out west an’ both ‘a them were as straight a
shooter as you’d ever meet. A sheriff and his deputy need to have a
trust and I trust Rawls with my life and the life of this town.

“Puh-Preacher Man. There’s a preacher comin’
into town.” He looked proud of himself. Poor fella, probably scared
shitless in a bar fulla drunk white folks.

“Tell ‘im Black Water’s already got a
Preacher, ain’t that right Wells?!” I shouted in retort to cheers
of approval. Wells, balancin’ his head on his fist in the back
corner, raised his glass in agreement to more cheers.

“This ain’t like no preacher you eva seen,
Sheriff.”

I had to admit that my curiosity was piqued.
I finished my bourbon and put the glass down on the bar. It was the
only sound you could hear ‘cept for the wind howlin’ outside. I
followed the boy through the quiet saloon to the batwing doors.
Rawls followed close behind me and the bar got back to its usual
jovial self once we left with the negro.

The night was electric and the sky still
pink. It certainly felt like a storm was rollin’ in. When I looked
east down Main Street, I could see him. He slowly made his way into
town through the gathering dust storm but sat up tall in the saddle
of the blackest damn horse I ever seen. He made as though the storm
never bothered him without as much as a hat for protection. And the
closer he got, the more I was convinced that he was a ghost.

The settin’ sun behind us illuminated the
fella pretty well. But still he almost disappeared set against the
deep black cloud behind him. Nothin’ but a blank, pale face on a
sea of black.

“Go into Barrett’s. Tell everyone to get home
and close up shop. This storm is not gonna be pretty.” Rawls turned
to walk into the Saloon. “An’ Rawls.”

“Mason?”

“Tell ‘em they’ll spend the night in a cage
if they don’t listen right away. There’s a real hair in the butter
tonight. I feel it.”

“Sure thing.”

As the dark horse brought the preacher
closer, I could see more and more of his pale face. His sunken
eyes, tightly stretched skin and blank expression would have made
him for a dead man if his chin wasn’t waggin’ so much. I couldn’t
hear what he was sayin’ but it couldn’t be good.

The roilin’ mass of black clouds behind him
seemed to creep through the big sky real fast. Unnatural like. The
bourbon sat heavy in my belly and my skin crawled before I set off
toward the preacher man.

His face was whiter than his collar and by
the time I reached him, most of the town had cleared Barrett’s and
was standing in the street behind me. Rawls was shoutin’ at them to
git but it took a gunshot to get ‘em movin’. Sometimes people need
a little motivation when they’re on a bender. But neither the
preacher nor his horse registered even a flinch at a gunshot that
would have set most horses wild. That’s certainly outta sorts.

The horse took a few more steps and then
collapsed on its own legs. There was a dull thud I could fell in
the backs of my legs when it hit the ground. The preacher still sat
straight up as a prairie dog until he tipped over and hit the
ground beside his horse. Then, what happened next I’d never be able
to express in words but the horse went from on its haunches with
its head in the dry dirt to a fuckin’ skeleton. The hide seemed ta
recede into nothin’ as the muscle and sinew pulled back quickly
rending itself from the bone. The blood ran straight down off the
beast and pooled into the dusty ground below creating a black pool
of sludge before him. Just bone. In moments. The flesh just melted
off ‘im like day inta night. Most peculiar and terrifyin’ thing I
ever seen. And thankfully, Rawls had managed to steer everyone away
by that time. I wouldn’t know how to explain that.

For a while, that black pool in front ‘a the
skeleton was like a reflection of that thing in the sky. That is,
until it seeped into the ground, leavin’ only a wet crimson stain
where it once was. The wind stopped dead. The dust settled back
onto the ground before my eyes and the air was still. I blinked a
few times at the horse skeleton before me to make sure I wasn’t
seein’ a trick ‘a the eyes. It happens out on the plains a lot but
this was somethin’ else. Somethin’ terrible.

I dove to the ground where the preacher lay
and lifted his sweat-beaded face out of the dirt. “Devil!” I stared
into his blank eyes and thought it better than to provoke
conversation. He didn’t seem like he was able to carry a
conversation in the state he was in. Nor was I interested in
hearin’ what he had to say after seeing what happened to the horse.
His chin was still waggin’ but no words came out. I looked for
someone to help pick the preacher up but not even the negro boy was
around anymore.

I picked the poor bastard up out of the dirt
and threw him over my shoulder. It was like he weighed nothin’.
Much lighter than he looked. Light as a feather, but cold. He was
real cold. I took another look at the storm clouds above before
headin’ back to the office. It was much closer and much less like
clouds than it looked before.

It inched forward with jutting black arms,
pullin’ itself across the sky. A shifting, shapeless thing with a
torrent of activity across its huge facade, it looked more like a
liquid mass than anything else. Like a black sea in the sky. A
black sea over Black Water.

 


* * * * *

 


I should’a been locking the shutters but the
black mass over the town was mesmerizin’. It chilled me to the bone
in the middle of summer. It was beautiful in a way I’d never
experienced before. But I couldn’t stand around doin’ nothin’ all
night.

“What’d you bring to my town, old man?” I
shot a glance over my right shoulder to the slight figure on the
bed in the cell. He mumbled something incoherently in the dark.

“Speak up, preacher! This ain’t
natural.”

He sat up on the bed with a new clarity in
his eyes. The last of the sunlight through the windows put the
shadows of prison bars across his face. I couldn’t see much of him
but he appeared to be more coherent.

“How can I explain what I don’t understand,
Sheriff?” He spoke in a cold near whisper. An accent Mason had
never heard before was well-hidden but still evident.

“That’s part of your vocation ain’t it,
Preacher Man?” I stepped closer to the cell and spoke through a
clenched jaw. “Now loosen your tongue or I’ll show you how I ain’t
averse to cuttin’ it off.”

There was quiet. Dead quiet. There wasn’t
nothin’ but my own breathin’ in my ears for what seemed like ages.
The preacher sat in complete stillness for a long while before I
reached for my knife. That stirred him.

“My name is Silas Hasse. I was the preacher
in Dry Gulch for almost two decades before the events of last
month.” His cadence was slow and deliberate. “It was Sunday
afternoon and the church was empty after the morning service when a
strange man came in. He was in quite a state.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“Believe me, Sheriff. I wish it wasn’t.” He
continued. “He was asking for confession and when I told him I
wasn’t a Catholic priest he confessed anyway.” The preacher stopped
to wring his hands, his bony fingers cracking as he twisted them in
his palm. It was an eerie noise set against the silence of the
evening.

“He’d come from Massachusetts, he said. It
was there that he ran afoul of a most mysterious cult of
satan-worshippers. Their idol was fat with the head of a frog and
went by the name Tsathoggua. He told me of the strange sacrifice he
happened upon but I fear I haven’t the stomach to retell such
horrors. His interference, he said, was what set loose this
frog-demon.

“No. Not a demon,” he continued. “a god. An
old god.”

“That thing out there don’t look like a frog
to me.” I couldn’t believe what I was hearin’. But he looked so
terrified I couldn’t help but go along with it.

“That is but a servant of the creature. When
it is hungry, it demands sacrifice. If no sacrifice is made, it
will seek it out by sending one of...those.” His first gesture was
a nod towards the window, no doubt referrin’ to the black thing in
the sky.

“What happened to this fella?”

He winced for only a second before continuing
on. His breath was shallow and his speech quickened.

“He wouldn’t calm down. He just kept on
screaming that it was after him. I didn’t know what he was talking
about until I saw that thing out there. And by then it was too
late.” His accent had begun to betray him. “I thought the answer
was in that book he had, but it only confused things.”

“What book? What happened, preacher?” I was
gettin’ angry by that point and he was doin’ his damnedest not to
answer my questions.

“He gave me the book and then he ran. I heard
him scream as soon as he left my church but the book compelled me
to read. It tells of all kinds of heretical worship of Gods long
forgotten by the rest of this blissfully ignorant world. It told me
my fate.”

He stood in the cell for the first time and
walked slowly to the bars facing me. The corners of his mouth drew
up damn near to his small ears in a terrible grin and he pressed
his forehead against one of the bars. His words echo in my head
still to this day.

“Your town is doomed, Sheriff.”

I unholstered my Colt service revolver and
put it to his head. “Where is the damned book?!”

“In my saddlebag.”

 


* * * * *

 


The thing over Black Water made no sound as
it moved through the sky. It deadened the air. My body numbed as I
stepped out of my office into the dusty street. The sun had almost
fully set and it was getting harder to see it against the darkening
sky above.

It appeared to stop moving as it loomed
overhead. Terrifyin’. It just hung over this town like some
terrible black hole. That’s almost what it was. In fact, if I
couldn’t see it moving and stretching, I’d ‘a thought it was a hole
in the universe.

I slowly moved to the skeleton of the horse
in the middle of the road in front of Barrett’s and my entire body
numbed but for my teeth. My, did they ache?! I kept my eye on that
black mass in the sky as I ran to the fallen horse.

Even though I’d seen it die under the
strangest of circumstances, the events of the evening made the
horse’s quick decomposition seem almost mundane. Strange how one
day can change your entire outlook. Guess that’s how the preacher
felt.

I stood there watchin’ it. It was right over
me, just hangin’ there. It was the most horrible thing I ever seen
and yet it was quite beautiful. Like a wild horse bearin’ down on
ya. If it wanted to, or if it could, it would have killed me right
then. I shook the compulsion to look at it outta my head and
reached down under the flap of the leather saddlebag. I grabbed the
only thing inside: a black, leather-bound book with no markings on
its cover. I tucked it under my arm and hustled back to the
office.

The door creaked open and Rawls was standin’
in front of the cell lookin’ at Hasse. The lantern on my desk had
been lit and Rawls was illuminated as he spun ‘round on me with his
revolver drawn.

“Kee-rist, Mason! Where in the hell have you
been?” He lowered his pistol and holstered it on his hip.

“Jus’ walked over to the preacher’s horse, or
what’s left of it. I was only gone a short spell, quit hollerin’!”
I shook off the numbness of the night outside and shuffled towards
my desk.

“Horse shit! I been here an hour at least and
you were nowhere to be seen, boss.”

“Fuck.” How long had I been starin’ at that
damned thing? I looked into the cell for Hasse and he was lyin’ on
the cot. “Get up!”

“Good luck, Mason. Preacher man been half
dead since I walked in here.” He walked over to the wall cabinet
and opened it. “Whiskey?”

“Yeah. Can’t hurt.” I stared over at Hasse
who looked nothing like he did when I left. There was a cold
madness in his face when I left and all I saw when I returned was a
man getting a much needed rest. I wouldn’t be surprised had he
ridden from Dry Gulch to Black Water without stoppin’.

Rawls took a swig from the bottle and passed
it my way. I filled my mouth with the terrible mare’s milk and spat
it through the bars at him. He slowly sat up and looked at me as I
filled my mouth with more whiskey. That time it was for me.

“I’m surprised you made it back, Sheriff.”
There was a nasty tone to his voice that made me want to thrash the
butt of a rifle across his face with every word. I opened the book
and stepped forward, closer to the cell. It was written in a
language I didn’t know. Like jumbled up words to me.

I reached through the bars and tossed the
book onto the floor beside the cot. “Tell me about the book and
maybe I won’t decorate the walls with your insides.”

He picked it up and flipped through it, not
lookin’ at the pages. Just staring off into the wall.
“Unaussprechlichen Kulten.” He said. “The Nameless
Cults.”

Hasse flipped to somewhere near the middle of
the book and began to recount a chapter about a Hungarian sect who
worshipped a black toad god. He described it as a god who waited
for sacrifice and fattened himself on offerings he made no effort
to receive. After he recounted, he stepped to the bars and
whispered its name: Tsathoggua. That may have well been the
language the book was written in but it didn’t mean nothin’ to
me.

“How does a preacher like you come to read a
language like that?” I asked through a burnin’ throatful of
whiskey.

“It’s German, Sheriff. I came here out of the
seminary as a young man from my home country and set up my church
in Dry Gulch. It was a town that needed saving and, in the end, I
brought it nothing but death.” He seemed quite upset and withdrawn
but I needed answers.

“Why did you bring it here?”

“Sheriff, I rode hoping it wouldn’t follow
and your little godforsaken town just happened to be in front of
me. It wasn’t anything personal.”

“Neither is this.” I grabbed him by the
collar and yanked his face in between the bars. He registered
terror in his eyes real quick when I put my revolver between his
eyes. “The book, Hasse. A madman gave it to you and it’s in your
native language. You seem to have the damned thing memorized. I
might be quick to use my gun but I didn’t become Sheriff because I
was stupid. What aren’t you tellin’ me?!”

“The cult. The books says that it is long
extinct and from a prehistoric age. But the detail in the chapter
is more than any archaeologist could gather. And the illustrations
–”

Rawls reached through the bars and snatched
the book out of his hands. He opened to the first page and the name
Gunther Hasse was second billed.

“–were drawn by my uncle. A renowned still
life artist.”

“What does it mean, Hasse?”

“It means the cult was anything but extinct.
My uncle could recreate what he saw better than anyone but he was
terribly uncreative. He saw these sacrifices taking place. I can
only assume this cult and their Old God want nothing more than to
be perceived as long dead.”

I let go of him and holstered my Colt. Rawls
offered the book to me and I waved him away. The bottle of whiskey
on my desk was lookin’ mighty invitin’. Hasse straightened his
shirt up and stood where I left him. Rawls lit a see-gar and smoked
in the corner. I took a swig of the whiskey and knocked my knuckles
on my desk while I thought about what I’d do next. I swore to
protect this town and the people in it and for the first time in
thirty odd years of service, I had no idea how to do that.

“One thing, Hasse.” I broke the silence.

“Yes, Sheriff.”

“You said somethin’ about your fate earlier.
And that this cult just wants to be left alone. That’s why you got
the book and why it’s been chasin’ you ‘cross creation. That
right?”

“I suppose.”

“Then what’s stoppin’ me from throwing you
out to face that thing out there on your own?”

His face fell. “Your good Christian
nature?”

“Preacher man, I done worse in my life and
felt good ‘bout it.”

 


* * * * *

 


The dust kicked up behind him as he stumbled
out the door of my office. He hit his knees in the middle of the
street and collapsed below the black thing in the sky. I could hear
him weepin’ from the porch.

Just when I thought the night couldn’t get
any stranger, the sound of knives cutting through the air filled my
ears and something burst out of the belly of that formless beast.
In was as black as the thing in the sky but looked like an
unnaturally slim fella with wings and a tail. Looked like the
silhouette of the devil on a can of chaw. Its tail coiled around
Hasse’s waist and he screamed bloody murder as it pulled him into
the sky.

I could hear him screamin’ but couldn’t make
out what he was sayin’. Sounded like “No! Not you!”

Rawls was as shocked as I was. So shocked,
his cheroot fell to the ground without him even noticin’. I
wouldn’t ‘a even noticed if he wasn’t standin’ right beside me. My
eyes were glued to the devil and the preacher in the sky.

The cuttin’ sound multiplied as tons,
hundreds even, of the black devils shot out of that thing and began
swarmin’ the town. The screams of the townfolk began and Rawls and
I both made for the arms cabinet in the office. I was stopped dead
in my tracks, and Rawls soon after, when one of them devil
creatures was standin’ at my desk holding the book Rawls’d left
there.

My heart beat quicker’n a jackrabbit and when
it pointed at us. It made a deep hissing noise like something in
the ground was about to give way. These things were after us too.
Just then it occurred to me what Hasse had actually said: “They
know! They know too!”

I drew my Colt from my hip holster and fired
two shots into the devil thing as Rawls went for his Winchester
rifle. He unloaded a shot of .44 into what passed for the chest of
the monster. It shrieked like nothin’ I ever heard before
disappearing. The book fell back on the desk and the noise outside
got louder.

Rawls ran to the window and looked down the
street. “Church is on fire. People are in the street. Those things
are everywhere!”

I pulled another Winchester out of the
cabinet, loaded it and grabbed extra cartridges. I loaded another
revolver and tucked it into my belt. “I never met a problem I
couldn’t solve with these until tonight. Now that we discovered
those things can be killed, it’s time to kill ‘em. Black thing in
the sky be damned!”

Rawls pushed the door to the office open and
stepped out with his rifle drawn. I followed suit. The cuttin’
sound grew louder by the second as I assessed my surroundin’s.
Where the street had been quiet and damn near a ghost town only
moments ago, these black things sure stirred the folks of Black
Water. They must’a gone into their homes and chased ‘em out. That I
didn’t like.

I also had problems with openin’ fire on
things with so many of the people I’m ‘sposed to protect runnin’
around. But it ain’t as dangerous as standin’ around doin’ nothin’.
Quicker’n I could pull my trigger, gunshots started ringin’ from
across the street.

Eddie Barrett was holdin’ a standoff out the
front door of his saloon! I never knew the old buzzard had it in
him. I nodded at Rawls who made his way towards Barrett’s to offer
support. I just stayed to survey the situation.

Maggie’s place down the street had them
things crawlin’ around the windows. Maggie’s used to be the
whorehouse in these parts ‘til one of the whores got gutted. It
never opened up again after that. The whores moved on outta fear o’
the men in town I guess. I been to meaner places. Nothin’ much goes
on around here, especially after the lynchin’ bee we had with the
whore-killer. No one but Maggie and her daughter livin’ there now
and they don’t come outta the house much.

Rawls and Barrett seemed to be holdin’ them
things off so I figured I’d round up who I could and bring ‘em to
Barrett’s. Should’a stayed there in the first damned place.

I started runnin’ toward Maggie’s. Those
things didn’t really pay me no mind as long as I was movin’. I
passed Wells, drunk as a skunk and mumblin’ somethin’ to himself as
he walked right down the middle of the street towards the black
thing in the sky. Figured he’d either make his way to Barrett’s or
right square into his death in the middle of the road. Anyone
walkin’ towards that didn’t deserve to be saved. Old drunk probably
set the church on fire by accident.

Passing the church, I could feel its heat
comin’ on real strong. I did notice that none of them things were
flyin’ round the fire. I could barely stand it runnin’ by.

As I neared Maggie’s I passed a whole lot of
folks runnin’ out of their hotels and businesses. I hollered at
them to get to Barrett’s or wait for me to come back. I’m sure they
could see by the way I was haulin’ ass that I wasn’t stickin’
around to go into details.

I was within spittin’ distance of Maggie’s by
the time one of those things turned around and looked at me. The
light from the burnin’ church illuminated the whole façade of
Maggie’s rundown place and gave me the best look at these suckers
yet. This one had no face. Or at least no features that I could
see. There were tiny little devil horns stickin’ outta the top of
its head which just happened to complete its devilish look. It
turned around and crawled down the outside wall of the place
towards me. Its moves were quick but measured. I’d never seen
nothin’ like it before ‘cept maybe when a cat is crawlin’ up on its
prey. I saw the other two crowd the window as the other stalked me
down the wall. I wanted to blast him with the rifle but I didn’t
know if Maggie and her daughter were right behind the wall.

I started runnin’ faster and made my entrance
by takin’ the front door off its hinges with my foot. The wood
splintered and shattered as it tore away from the frame, sending
shards across the room. I stepped into the dark lobby where the
ticket desk still sat. My rushed entrance disturbed dust on the
floor. That only confirmed that they hadn’t left the place in some
time. It was eerily quiet and, thankfully, nothing seemed to move
in the darkness.

“Maggie?!” I called out to the seemingly
empty home. I paused longer than expected to try and remember
Maggie’s girl’s name. Pretty thing. Mute too. Some would say that’s
the perfect woman. I got more class than that. “Muriel?” That was
it.

There was a long silence and then I heard
Maggie shout. “We’re on the landin’!”

I lowered my rifle and took the stairs three
at a time. There they were, huddled ‘gainst the wall starin’ at the
closed bedroom door. All of the bedroom doors, and this was a
whorehouse so there were at least six of ‘em, were closed. But one
near the middle was shudderin’ and screeching with an awful
noise.

“What the hell’s goin’ on in there?” I asked
pointin’ at the door in question.

“Them things. We boarded the windows in time
but they got through that one before we could get it so’s I locked
the door there.” She was remarkably composed. ‘Spose she had to be
for Muriel. Poor girl looked awful frightened. Maggie was clutching
an unlit lamp to her breast.

The door was creakin’ as the center of it
bulged out. The wood seemed to stretch to the point of breakin’ and
then drew back to normal. It stopped for a moment and began to
shake violently. It was the only noise in the entire house. The
cuttin’ sound of them things outside was barely there anymore but I
was sure they were still out there. The door started to bulge out
again and I decided it wouldn’t last much longer.

“Gimme that.” I said pointin’ to the lamp.
She did.

“I…I been keepin’ it out so’s they couldn’t
see the light an’ all.”

“When I say so, you two get up and run,
y’hear? We’re headed to Barrett’s.”

Muriel and Maggie both nodded quickly. The
door let go an awful whine at the latest push of them things on the
other side. I smashed the lamp at the bottom of the door, lit a
match and dropped it in the oil. The place caught fire quick and I
heard the cuttin’ noises get loud over the fire. Could mean them
things turned and flew away. I raised my Winchester, made for the
stairs and shouted for the girls to follow me.

Wasn’t even at the bottom when two of them
things were standing in the doorway. The fire from the church lit
their devilish features from behind as they stalked towards me. I
fired four times and they disappeared into nothing. I kept firin’
in case more of them stepped out but I guess I scared ‘em off.

The street was even worse than when I left
it. Townsfolk were screamin’ and runnin’ wild. Some of ‘em were
bein’ picked up and dragged into the black thing in the sky. It was
mayhem. Rawls and Barrett were still pickin’ them fuckers off from
the front door of the saloon. The sound of fire crackling and
gunshots rang in the air. I looked behind me to make sure the girls
were payin’ attention and took off runnin’ for Barrett’s.

It was dark out, but the fires burned bright
and lit the entire town. Even the black thing in the sky was easy
to see. Bu t I think that was because it had lowered itself closer
to the ground. It was just above the rooftops then.

 


* * * * *

 


The first little while inside Barrett’s I
spent catchin’ my breath. Been a while since I exerted myself like
that and I wasn’t any younger than the last time, that’s for sure.
My breath came hard and my knee was fittin’ to pop it hurt so much.
Guess I didn’t have time to stop and limp. Should’a known better
than to kick the door with my right leg.

The saloon door and windows were boarded up,
and as I learned when I got there, that’s what the few folks inside
were doin’ while Rawls and Barrett held the door. The looks on the
faces of the people in the saloon told me they didn’t feel too safe
regardless. The way the screams outside were dyin’ down, I can’t
say I blame them.

Hardly nobody made it down to the saloon. The
Porters, a big family of eight kids, were all there, almost all of
‘em, anyway. Old Mr. Porter clutched his youngest, his only
daughter, to his chest and his boys were outfittin’ themselves with
weapons. A lot of rifles. Nice to see they came prepared. Mrs.
Porter was nowhere to be seen and by the look on the old man, she
didn’t make it. Sally Hunt and her little boy sat cryin’ near the
bar. Wallace Hunt obviously didn’t make it. Then there was Arliss
Hopkins and Paul Werther. Both of them’re prospectors from up north
who come into town every other week or so for supplies and liquor.
They both sat in the corner drunk as skunks. Then it was just
Barrett, Rawls, Maggie and her girl, me and the negro boy.

“What the hell are we goin’ to do, now?” one
of the Porter boys bellowed. He was a slight kid. I ‘spose you
never got fat when you were competin’ for food with a bunch of
other kids.

“I got a cellar. It ain’t much but a dugout
really. It won’t fit more than two.” Barrett was lookin’ ‘round the
room. I guess he was gaugin’ reaction to his little hidey-hole and
since there was round ‘bout twenty people there, that wouldn’t
do.

Rawls looked at me and I nodded at him.

“A’right now. Just keep your heads on!” He
peeked out the space between two slats of wood. “Right now, seems
that them things have stopped flyin’ round. I don’t see ‘em out
there. That might mean it’s over.”

I struggled to get to my feet on my achin’
knee and grunted when it seemed like it wouldn’t buckle under me.
“I don’t see any reason why we should be doin’ anything but waitin’
to see what happens.”

The entire bar looked my way.

“Wait in here for those monsters to do to us
what they did to my dear Audrey? You’re a fool!” They were the
first words Mr. Porter had spoken since I got there. If I couldn’t
keep my cool, they were goin’ to be the last he ever said.

“They just wanted the book. Rawls, you got
it?” I spoke carefully and deliberately. No need to stir up the den
of frightened folk in here even more.

“It’s on the desk in the office.”

“Then they prob’ly got it. We’ll wait it
out.” I was satisfied with that.

Mr. Porter pushed his daughter off his lap
and stood up quicker’n I ever seen him move. He made for the door
and started pullin on one end of the table that had been nailed
into the doorframe. “You can’t make us wait, we’ll die in
here!”

“You’ll die in here if you don’t go and sit
on your ass old man!” Rawls yelled so that everyone could hear him.
The oldest Porter boy stood up with a rifle pointed at Rawls and
three of his brothers followed suit.

“Now, now. Let’s all calm down. Rawls,
holster your revolver. That’s an order.” I trained my gun on Porter
and his oldest turned the rifle on me soon as Rawls holstered his
gun. The place was on edge. Cryin’ and hollerin’ all over the
place. I spoke only as loud as I needed to. “Porter, I ain’t never
shot an innocent man in front of his children before and I don’t
think I’d appreciate it if you forced me to tonight.”

He stopped and looked at his children. All of
‘em had tears in their eyes. The armed boys were red-faced and
itchin’ to pull their triggers. The girl was bawlin’.

“Go and sit with yer girl. She needs you
right now. An’ maybe we can all calm down and figure out a plan,
y’hear?” my hand loosened around the grip of my revolver as I
talked. Porter’s face dropped as he walked back to the girl and the
boys lowered their rifles.

I holstered my gun and looked at the three
boys. With my finger pointed right at the oldest, I spoke between
clenched teeth: “You little fuckers point a gun at me again and
I’ll tear you down like the rabbits you sissies use ‘em on.
Y‘hear?!”

The boys nodded and one made an apology
before sittin’ down and puttin’ their rifles on their laps. The
place had finally calmed. The prospectors got back to drinkin’ and
the cryin’ got quieter.

“Sheriff?” Barrett, peekin’ through the
boards over the window, spoke like he didn’t believe the words
comin’ out of his mouth. “You need to see this.”

I hobbled over beside him, my knee achin’
worse and worse. I peeked through the same spot he did and didn’t
believe what I saw. I ran to the far side of the bar, knee be
damned, to look through the farthest window.

“What is it, Mason?” Rawls was walkin’ to the
spot I just left.

“The black thing. It’s gone.” I spoke
happily. Others ran up to the windows to see for themselves. “The
winged bastards’re gone too!”

There were exultations of relief and prayers
to God. The prospectors cheered loudly and toasted their good
fortune. Sally Hunt hugged her boy even tighter and the Porter boys
were hollerin’ and huggin’ their Pa and sister.

Barrett tossed me his keys and told me to go
check ‘round back to make sure and got Rawls to help take the table
off the doorframe. I usually don’t like bein’ told what to do but
the sooner I had a drink in me, the sooner my knee would calm down.
I hobbled to the back of the bar and was just started walking
through the hallway when the negro boy stood up in the middle of
the bar and spoke. I stopped and leant an ear for a second out of
curiosity.

“They came for the book.” The voice was not
the stable hand’s from earlier. There was no evidence of a stutter.
And it sounded like nothin’ I heard before. Like it was being
spoken but was so powerful it filled the room. I turned and looked
at him and couldn’t believe it. I could only see him from behind as
he stood looking at the other folk in the bar but he was as tall as
a horse is when rearin’. He wore somethin’ funny and gold on his
head and nothin’ but bedsheets ‘round his body. His skin had gone
from a black man’s skin to literal black. There was no color to
him. He was as black as that thing in the sky was. He turned
towards me but I ducked behind the wall in time.

Shit. He turned into someone else real quick.
Funny to think, but that still wasn’t the strangest thing I seen
last night. It got real cold all of a sudden and my knee was
throbbin’. The whole feelin’ of the place was off.

“They came for the book,” he repeated, his
voice sounded unearthly and seemed to rattle in my ears somethin’
fierce. “and I came for the survivors.”

I spun around the wall to see what the hell
he was on about and somethin’ was happenin’ with the front of him I
just couldn’t see. Whatever it was had everyone terrified. They all
began screamin’ their heads off. He bellowed a loud noise and
arched his back. It helped me see a little bit of what was goin’
on. There were snake-like things hangin’ off his face and shaking
violently. I drew my revolver, the only gun I had on me seein’ as I
left the others on the bar to help get this place up and runnin’,
and pointed it at the strange fella.

I felt like I was drunk all of a sudden. I
was woozy and it was hard to keep my eyes open. I could clearly see
the gun waving side to side in front of me and decided not to
shoot. The place had exploded into madness. Whatever the stable
hand had turned into was makin’ everybody go crazy as shithouse
rats. The screamin’ grew louder and Sally had started to scratch at
her boy’s face and neck while the Porter boys took turns touchin’
their sister all over. Mr. Porter sat back and touched himself. The
prospectors were vomitin’ all over each other. Buckets of the
stuff. Maggie was carvin’ something in her leg with a nail she
pulled from a board as her daughter Muriel was speakin’ in tongues.
Ten minutes earlier, she couldn’t talk if you put a gun to her
head. I tried to call out to Rawls but thought better of it when I
saw him beating Barrett’s head in with the butt of his pistol. Over
the ruckus I could hear the soft wet sounds of the impact of gun on
broken face. I absolutely couldn’t believe what I was seeing. That
is, until I wanted to join in.

I closed my eyes and ducked back around the
wall. My head started to slowly come back to normal, or as close as
it could. There were stars in my eyes as I made my way to the back
door down the long hallway.

“You are mine.” The voice continued to echo
in my ears but much quieter than it was before. “Join me. Be my
Brotherhood of the Beast.”

I was fittin’ ta run back there guns blazin’
an’ at least put the townsfolk outta their misery. But the voice
was too much. I didn’t want to end up like one of them and my head
was swimmin’ this far away. Whoever it was the stable hand turned
inta, it wasn’t anythin’ I ever heard of. Seems to be a runnin’
theme for today.

The voice in my head faded the farther I got
down the hallway so I knew I had ta get outta there. But when I got
to the door, I realized that my horse wouldn’t be in its stable
anymore. Neither would any of ‘em, I figured. Seein’ as the stable
hand was behind alla this, he wouldn’t ‘a wanted me to escape so
easy.

The mud room by the back door was sparse,
‘cept for a few coats hung up on hooks. I slowly and quietly
unlocked the deadbolt of the back door and peered out onto the
street. It was quiet. The only thing I could hear was the mayhem
goin’ on down the hallway behind me. Somethin’ told me not to
chance it outside. I’d have no horse and a man couldn’t survive
longer’n a couple a days out there. Black Water was at least a two
days ride by horse from anywhere else with a name. I was trapped in
the town I failed to protect.

For the first time in my life, my only choice
was to turn and run. I didn’t like it but I couldn’t do nothin’
about it. I closed the back door as quietly as I opened it and
looked at the floor. I saw the deadbolt ‘fore I saw the outline of
the hatch.

I heard ‘a worse ways of bein’ put in the
ground.

 


* * * * *

 


It was cramped but it was cooler in there
than even the mornin’ air outside. Barrett wasn’t foolin’ either;
this wasn’t more n’a clay pit. Only took me a few minutes to pull a
couple’a crates of whiskey outta the ground to fit in there. I left
one crate in with me seein’ as I might’a been in there a while.

But after near half a bottle, I was as sober
as I was when I started. I decided not to push it since my head was
swimmin’ like it was when I walked down the hallway. What I wanted
was some water and a quick bit ‘a shut-eye.

I was close to driftin’ off when I heard the
scratchin’. It was unmistakable. Rats. I was under the ground an’
all. There was bound to be rats.

That infernal scratchin’ was enough to drive
me cracked and I figured the bottom of a whiskey bottle had to be a
good rat hammer. So I fished around my pockets for matches ‘til I
found the rattlin’ little box. It wasn’t easy getting’ ‘em out as
cramped as I was but I did an’ all it did for me was make me want
to have a see-gar. Hell, even a cigarette would do ‘bout now. Over
the rattlin’ of the matchbox, I heard the scratchin’ get
louder.

I lit one match off my belt and held it up in
front of my face. I leaned in ta see the rats on the other side of
the crate when a face appeared out of the black and stared back at
me. I was so scared I dropped the damned match. Torn between goin’
for the revolver on my hip and the matchbox on my lap, I panicked
as the scratchin’ got louder. Got so loud I couldn’t hear a thing
‘til the only thing louder than the scratchin’ was my
screamin’.

 


* * * * *

 


They come for me by dusk that day. I was
still screamin’. I must’a sounded a mess.

As it turns out, someone from town made it
out on horseback durin’ the night and run into a bunch ‘a injuns
from Caddo. The all brung a ranger from Binger to Black Water.
Whole dang town went ghost after one night. I thought ‘bout tellin’
‘em what happened, an’ I still do, but seein’ as they already got
me ‘hind bars, I shouldn’t push my luck.

The only thing they found in Black Water was
what’s left ‘a Barrett and the Porter girl. Only thing more
horrific than what happened to Barrett’s head’s what happened to
the poor Porter girl’s body. T’make matters worse, somehow I was
holdin’ the gun Rawls used on Barrett when they found me.

I don’t think I even know what happened that
night anymore. I still hear the rats scratchin’ when things get
quiet. I do know that. I also know that the face I saw down in that
hole looked a lot like the stable hand, only darker.

 


 


* * * * *

 


 


Red Noise

By Sean Keller

 


 


Terry pulled a gold record off the control
booth walls and lowered it gently into a cardboard box. The
recording studio was smaller than you'd think. Three chambers
separated by double-paned soundproof glass. A drum kit sat mic’d in
one room, a piano in another. A rather large analog mixing board
seemed to swallow the control booth.

A month had passed since that last day on
tour and he figured that the something new for which he was so
desperate would never roll around until the old had been swept
away. He reached for another framed record, this one platinum, and
paused. The Thrill - "Thrill Me Deadly." He chuckled, looking at
the younger version of himself alongside Duke, Bill and Eric on the
album cover. Eric was an ethereal beauty, part Bowie, part Plant,
part something else, something new Terry thought he
was something new.

Danielle stepped into the booth sipping a
beer. "Last waltz down memory lane?" She was in that perfect state,
a woman at the peak of femininity, full and soft and lived in.
Confident in a way no young girl could be, confidant enough to know
that the road is the road and home is home - two separate worlds
with separate rules.

"It's harder than I thought it would be."

"You don't have to do it, you know. There's
nothing wrong with leaving it up. You should be proud." She smiled
and sipped her beer.

"It's just, it was his band. I'll always be
the guy in his band." Terry pulled the record off the wall and
placed it in the box.

"No. You aren't going to do this, I won't let
you."

"You won't let me take it down?"

"No, I won't let you get all self-pitying on
me. It's horse shit and you know it." Danielle took his face in her
hands. "You wrote the music, you're a brilliant musician and what
about Maldoror? What about The Brothers Grimm?" She was only half
right. Terry had been the front man of the other two bands, and
they had done well, but it was because they were fronted by the
guitar player from The Thrill, and they both knew it.

"Not the same thing, baby" he said. "So let
me do this my way, all right?"

She stepped back and nodded. "Fine, wallow in
your past. Perfect way to start that "something new" you keep
talking about, huh?"

Fuck her for being so smart

Danielle turned and started out the door.
"Aaron called. He said he's got someone who'd love to meet
you."

"Who?” Terry’s heart leapt, nervously. His
manager, Aaron, was less than thrilled when Terry told him that he
was hanging up touring life and needed something new. Was this
it?

"Didn't say. Give him a call."

 


* * * * *

 


Ken Hallowell was seated and sipping a cup of
tea when Aaron showed Terry into the drawing room. Leave it to a
Hollywood queen to call his living room the drawing room. Hallowell
was short and round, not so much fat as cherubic. And yet this
gentle, soft-spoken man was responsible for creating some of the
most soul-shatteringly terrifying films of all time: Post Mortem,
The Night Man, Salad Days, the list goes on and on. Terry struggled
to recall an odd anecdote about the director driving one of his
stars to madness or murder or something like that, but the thought
was derailed as Aaron cleared his throat.

"Terry Ryan I'd like you to meet Ken
Hallowell."

Terry stepped forward beaming. "Mister
Hallowell, it's an honor. I'm a big fan. I've seen Post Mortem
like, a dozen times." That was cool, way to look like a
dipshit.

Hallowell shook Terry's hand barely muttering
"Likewise" under his breath.

Aaron wasted no time. "Mister Hallowell would
like you to write the score for his latest film." Aaron gave a
proud nod to Terry "What do you think?"

Terry swallowed hard as he took a seat. "I'm
not sure.

A film score? I've never...are you sure I'm
the right guy."

"You're perfect," Hallowell spoke with a
quiet authority "because I chose you. Making a film is about
casting. Trust me, you're perfect." He leaned forward, sliding a
script across the coffee table to Terry. The title, written in
dripping red lettering read: "Red Noise."

"Red Noise?”

Aaron jumped in. "It's brilliant. There's
this thrash death-metal band that holes up in a house on Loch Ness
to record their masterpiece. Two weeks later, the cops show up and
it's a blood bath. The band, their producer, recording engineer
everyone is dead - brutally murdered. The only clue is the album
they've been recording. The cops play it and it drives them all
crazy, they end up killing each other. The album captures evil in
such a palpable way that it drives the listener into murderous
rages..."

"The house in question used to belong to
Alistair Crowley," Hallowell interrupted. "That's why the band
chose to record there, thinking they could tap into the history of
the location for inspiration. And they do." Hallowell shifted in
his seat. "The music is everything to this film. The album recorded
by this fictional band has to sound like madness, like homicide,
but it also has to sound legitimate, like it was composed by a real
rock star. You will make the music that will drive men mad."

"Why me?" Aaron's eyes went wide with a
panicked look of what-the-hell-are-you-doing which amused Terry to
no end. "I don't do scores and I certainly don't do thrash death
metal."

Hallowell continued. "You've seen the
darkness. You found Eric's body didn't you?”

That was unexpected. He should have seen it
coming, but the cold slap of reality caught him off guard. "Yeah"
was all he could manage.

Hallowell wouldn't let it go. "You cut him
down. There was a note right? A note to you?"

Aaron cleared his throat again. "That was a
rumor."

Hallowell pushed further. "The note, what did
it say?" Terry could feel his head spinning. The meeting wasn't
supposed to go this way. He was supposed to pick up a gig and move
on. He didn't come here to relive this shit.

"It's like Aaron said, that was just a rumor"
Terry muttered "his life was a waste and so was his death."

Hallowell set his cup down, wiped his mouth
and rose.

"Perhaps I was wrong; you aren't the man for
the job after all. You clearly don't have the requisite darkness in
you for this job." He nodded and stepped to the door. Terry could
feel a burning sickness in his stomach. What the fuck is this
little man trying to do to me?

"He blamed me."

Hallowell stopped in his tracks.

Aaron stared at Terry incredulously. "You
said…"

"I never told anyone." Terry lit a cigarette.
Hallowell turned back to Terry.

"Blamed you for what, exactly?"

"Everything. The fame, the drugs, the
madness. He said that I wrote song too beautiful for this world and
that singing them was a curse. That we'd offended the very..."

Hallowell interrupted "...offended the very
angels in heaven."

Terry turned to Hallowell, his eyes burning
holes right through the manipulative bastard. "What the fuck?"

"I have my sources."

Terry leaped to his feet and pushed passed
the diminutive director. Aaron chased behind him, his pleading
falling on deaf ears. At the door Terry spun around to face
Hallowell. "He was strung out, it was all bullshit." He fumed "And
fuck you for bringing it up you little prick!"

Aaron panicked "Terry, calm down."

Terry continued on "To think I was actually
excited to meet you. You're a real piece of shit, you know
that?"

Hallowell smiled "When was the last time you
wrote something with that kind of emotion to it? Can you do it
again? Do you dare? Or is everyone right about you? Are you just
going through the motions these days?"
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